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For Aleksas, the montage maestro.
They came for him on a Saturday afternoon.
The shuttle was unmarked, breaking off from Pacific Skyway and descending upon Darren’s oceanfront property with a discreet hiss. He’d been playing catch with the twins on the front lawn; the game was quickly forgotten as his driveway became a makeshift landing pad.
“Who are they, dad?” asked Ben, pointing as the shuttle settled itself.
A pair of uniformed men got out, started up the driveway, their boots clicking against the concrete.
The ghosts of your daddy’s past, Darren thought, catching a glint of sunlight off the mens’ badged collars.
He handed Ben the ball. “You and George go inside and help your mom get dinner started, okay?”
George started to whine. “But dad—”
“Go. I’ll be in shortly.”
The boys pouted only a moment longer before retreating towards the house. Darren watched them go, envying their carefree laughter, wanting to be beside them as they argued over who was to pick out the evening’s videobox program.
“Darren Hades?”
Darren faced his unexpected guests. “That’s right.”
The military men removed their hats. One of them handed Darren a notepad. “Lieutenant Gutierrez, NPAA personnel division. This is Lieutenant Teague. It’s an honor to speak to you, sir.”
“Sir,” Darren thought, and not without a trace of amusement. Sixteen years later and I’m still getting the Patriot treatment. He activated the notepad, skimmed over the enclosed letter (a sugar-coated order, really), blinked in surprise when he saw the signature at the bottom.
He handed the notepad back to Gutierrez. “So, Zor’s a commander nowadays, eh? And aboard Olympus, no less.”
“Yes, sir,” said Gutierrez.
“You guys still looking for a couple of good soldiers, then? Bright faces, sound bodies, boundless spirits?”
“Of course, sir,” said Teague.
Darren chuckled, glanced westward, his gaze following one of the planked pathways that led down to the shore. There, a couple walked hand in hand, a little boy reinforced the walls of his sand castle, seagulls coasted on the breeze. “You’d never guess there was still a war going on, would you?”
Neither Gutierrez nor Teague said anything. They weren’t here for smalltalk. They’d been given orders—they’re waiting for me to comply.
Indeed, when he’d let more than the appropriate amount of time pass without speaking, Gutierrez cleared his throat and asked, “Will you accompany us voluntarily, sir?”
“Do I have a choice?”
“Do any of us have a choice, sir?”
A moment’s pause, another glance in the direction of the house, where Danielle, his wife, stood on the deck, her mixing bowl in hand, a questioning look on her face. She was a stickler about dinnertime, a firm believer that no order of business should ever interrupt a good meal shared in the presence of family.
Alas, today she would have to wait.
“Don’t worry, Mr. Hades,” Teague said assuredly as he gestured towards the shuttle. “We’ll have you back in time for dessert.”
* * *
The National Training Center was smaller than Darren remembered—and uncommonly empty. “Closed for renovation,” if you believed the large sign posted out front (though there was a suspicious absence of building materials, scaffolding, or custodial mini bots, even). Gutierrez and Teague led the way into the main training room, with its impressive fleet of podiums and various gymnastics apparatus spread out over 75,000 square feet of taxpayer-funded floorspace. Above, the air-conditioning system hummed away dutifully, slightly muffling the distant sound of a door opening, closing.
Geoffrey Zor—once head of security, now, as his insignia denoted, a commander aboard Olympus—sat in a foldout chair that had been positioned at the center of one of the podiums. He’d been studying his notebook screen intently, but when he saw Darren his expression lightened, and he smiled.
“Darren, my boy!” Dismissing his men, he switched off his notebook and rose to his feet. He shook Darren’s hand. “My goodness, look at you! I see you’ve kept up your training—still hard as a rock! Good to see you again.”
“I can’t say I’m not . . . intrigued,” Darren said, and fingered one of the medals on Zor’s uniform. “You’ve been busy.”
“Oh, take a bullet, earn a promotion. That’s usually how it works in the Patriot world.”
“Some things never change.”
“It’s a work in progress. How are the wife and kids?”
“As well as can be with their husband and father having been suddenly spirited away by a pair of mysterious military men.”
“Come now,” said Zor, “I’ve only asked to borrow you for a few minutes.”
Darren nodded, folded his arms—and found his old competitive modes suddenly reactivating themselves as his brain quickly assessed and analyzed, summed up in a single glance all of Zor’s fundamentals: tall, moderately-built, bearded (most of it had faded from brown to gray), soft lines, relaxed waist, noticeable worry behind the eyes. Sixteen years of Patriot work had affected Zor inversely. “All right, then. Let’s get to it.”
Zor’s expression shifted from superficial to grave. “You’ve heard that we lost four of our top gymnasts?”
“Mental breakdowns,” said Darren. “Political differences cited by the parents. It was in the news, yes.”
“Then you’ve probably heard the rumors that the NPAA is retooling their approach for the upcoming season. The entire girls’ team has been scrapped. We’re rebuilding the roster from the ground up.”
“If I’d wanted a news report, I’d peruse the appropriate video feed—”
“There’s more, Darren.” Zor sighed. “The Patriot program has come under heavy fire.”
“The Patriot program has always been under fire.”
“Yes, well, it doesn’t help that America—and the rest of the NAU, for the most part—has bypassed the gold and silver for three straight terms. The media has decided that we’re battering our children for a lost cause, or that we’re not training them hard enough, or that we’re simply mismanaging taxpayer resources. ‘We’re paying for it!’ they shout. ‘We want results on Heroes’ Day!’ Yet, in light of recent events, it’s apparently become popular to shun the months and years of practice it takes to get our athletes into top fighting condition.”
“War without casualties,” said Darren, nodding. “Not such a new idea. Isn’t that the NPAA’s secret credo?”
Zor chuckled. “That, and, ‘Train hard or bend over for the EU.’”
Both men laughed.
“You know,” Zor said, grasping Darren by the shoulders, “you were our first and last true Hero. Perfect attitude, perfect body, perfect scores across the board. Media sweetheart. Poster child. You could have been a spokesperson for the sport, an actor, a dancer, a model. I never did understand why you retired prematurely. I’m sure your coaches were a hundred times as confounded.”
“It was six years of my life,” Darren said. “Training, eating, sleeping, training, six days a week, year-round. I was tired.”
“You were good—”
Darren snorted. “What’s the score here? Tell me you didn’t set up this little meeting just to rekindle old regrets.”
Zor let him go. He turned away and strolled a few steps towards the edge of the podium before facing him again. “The NPAA is unhappy with the present-tense. Hence, we are to look outside our current predicament. A little of the past to hasten the arrival of the future. Effective immediately, I’m putting you in charge of the girls’ Patriot division.”
Darren felt an unexpected twinge in his gut. Truthfully, he’d known as soon as the shuttle had landed in his driveway that something big was up, that his days as a competitive elite hadn’t been entirely lost to the ages—he hadn’t expected a coaching job, though. “Just like that, huh?”
“Just like that.”
“Never mind the fact that I’ve never coached a day in my life?”
Zor smiled. “You already know that the NPAA wants to do things differently. They want someone who knows discipline, someone who has experience with publicity, someone who once captured the hearts of every American man, woman, and child. They want the star power.”
Sounds like the videobox sitcom that won’t die, thought Darren. “I’m a family man now. I did my time, served my country.”
“And you will again,” said Zor. “Don’t forget the reactivation clause in your contract.”
“And if I’m out of touch? If I’ve forgotten all the twists and turns?”
“You’ll have an assistant—not that I suspect you’ll need one. You were a warrior at twelve, and from the look of that hulking physique of yours, you’ve never stopped training.”
“Aesthetics,” said Darren. “Good health. Force of habit. Nothing more.”
Zor went over to his chair, picked up his notebook and tucked it under his arm. “Look around you. The National Training Center is a ghost town. This isn’t just a minor glitch in the system. Americans are questioning their very belief in the system itself. I need you, Darren. America needs you.”
“Oh, don’t give me that.” Darren shook his head. On the way into the training room, he’d been horrified by the barrenness; now he was beginning to think it was better this way. “Do we really need to go down this road again? Do we need to put yet another batch of boys and girls through the rigors because it’s cute and noble and the popular thing to do?”
“Children are resilient,” said Zor, shrugging. “They learn to cope, and it makes them stronger individuals for it. You yourself are a perfect example.”
Darren spread his arms. “I only did what I knew.”
“And if you’d known different? Would you have gone back on your contract? Would you have resisted ever competing at a national event, perhaps refrained from ever setting foot inside a gym if you’d known there was more to it than just numbers on a scoreboard?”
I ask myself that every day, thought Darren. But what was done was done. He had his regrets, yes, his accolades, sure, but he’d managed to move on. Danielle had helped loads. She’d been a gymnast, too, and while she’d never become a Hero, she’d competed at enough of the bigger meets to know fantasy from reality. Bowing out rather than burning out, regardless of what our coaches told us was right. I did what I had to do—and now the NPAA is after retribution.
Zor started off the podium. “Your girls will adore you. They’ll look up to you as their hero and their coach. If all else fails, you’ll have their undying respect. My guess is that the NPAA wants some of that to bleed over into the public domain. Think of it as motivational speaking.”
Darren started to protest, but trailed off when it became apparent Zor wasn’t interested in continuing the conversation any further. He’d made his decision, and so had the NPAA.
“I’ll have the paperwork sent over first thing in the morning,” called Zor, now heading towards the exit. “My men are waiting outside to take you home. Goodbye, Darren.”
He disappeared through the door.
Darren stood, still and quiet. The air conditioning system hiccuped. From civilian to Patriot in under an hour.
What did I do to deserve this?
An hour before the recruiters were to arrive, Monica Sardinia limped into her coach’s cluttered office and set herself in one of the plastic foldout chairs usually reserved for parents or guests.
“Problem,” she said, wincing.
Greg Keene, founder, owner, and head coach of Keene’s Gymnastics, set down his sandwich, sighed, and said, “It’s been almost a week since you banged anything up. I was getting worried.” He left his desk, knelt in front of Monica, taking her foot in his hands. “What are we looking at?”
Monica flexed her ankle and felt pinprick shards shooting up her calf. “I landed a dismount the wrong way.”
“You’re supposed to be on your lunch break,” Greg said, an eruption of wrinkles creasing his forehead as he probed her ankle gently. “Was Donna supervising?”
“She was . . . there.”
“Was she looking in your direction?”
“Most of the time.”
Greg’s eyes narrowed. “Her skill or yours?”
Monica bit her lip. She’d had this discussion before with Greg. No doubt he was wondering why on Earth she’d felt compelled to try something behind his or his wife’s back on this afternoon, of all afternoons.
“It was mine,” she admitted after a moment’s hesitation. “I guess I had a little nervous energy.”
There was weary disapproval in Greg’s eyes. “You go the entire season with little more than a few mild scrapes and bruises, but you pick today to bring out the big guns. And on a Friday, no less.”
“It’s only a sprained ankle,” Monica said. “Don’t be so stressed.” She patted Greg’s bald spot.
“Me? Stressed? Hah!” Greg reached for the med kit. “All I do is work with a room full of bouncing, jumping, twirling, tumbling, chattering, utterly tireless little girls six hours a day, six days a week. Who’s stressed?”
Out came the nano gel, along with the control wrap. Greg spread the gel over Monica’s ankle, applied the wrap. Then, using the remote, he infused into her flesh a miniature fleet of nanites, probing, knitting, healing.
Monica sucked in her breath. “Ooh, ooh! They’re pinching me!”
“Don’t be so stressed,” Greg cooed, imitating her earlier tone. “Their work will be done in a few minutes if you keep still and quit complaining.”
Monica clenched her fists. The nanites didn’t hurt, per se, but it certainly felt like millions of tiny insects had invaded her ankle—the bane of modern-day instant medicine, convenient as it was.
“So.” Greg propped one arm across his knee. “You’ll help with the car wash next week?”
Monica groaned. “Another car wash?”
“We were a huge success over the summer.”
“What does a car wash have to do with our club, or with gymnastics—or with . . . with anything?”
“It gets the community involved. It helps pay the bills.”
No, thought Monica, it only gives creepy grown men and high school boys a chance to have their crappy Dodges scrubbed by little girls in T-shirts and gym shorts. “I don’t know. I start school on Monday. And my parents will probably have me unpacking all week. Maybe, if I have the time—but if I do help out, I’m wearing a jumpsuit and boots.”
Greg laughed. “Well, think about it. Think about us when you’re out there in the real world, a high school freshman, going to raffles and dances and meeting boys who’ll wonder how you spent seven good years of your life cooped up in Greg Keene’s little old gym.”
“I could never forget you guys!” Monica proclaimed. True, Keene’s Gymnastics was a small club, with no more than ten gymnasts enrolled at any given point in the season, and true, you could easily miss the old converted general store with the silhouetted acrobat sign while passing on the street—but what the gym lacked in fancy, cutting edge imagery, it more than made up for in rustic charm. Monica had been training here since she was six years old. It was her home away from home.
And today’s my last day, she thought.
Greg, ever the uncannily-perceptive conversationalist, nodded and said, “Last day. I know. It seems like only yesterday you and your mother came in here looking for some tricks to take home. Now look at you, my finest junior elite, worth every headache, every gray hair on my head.”
Monica smiled, appreciating the sentiment, but to her, the past seven years hadn’t been “only yesterday,” they’d been a lifetime—her lifetime. And she wanted it to go on forever. Through college, at the very least. Certainly she didn’t want her career at KG to end because of money, politics, or, in her case, a hearty sampling of both.
“Buck up, kiddo,” Greg said. “The recruiters are on their way. With any luck we’ll be able to get you on some crutches. The girls can rig up a system of ropes and pulleys. You’ll go out in a blaze of glory, knock everyone’s socks right off! Send the military men back to their commanding officers with a tale or two about the spunky little girl from Sussex who did a beam dismount, crutches and all, without even breaking a sweat!”
Sarcasm. It was one of Greg’s many tools, in the office and on the mat—regardless, Monica found herself pondering three seasons’ worth of ignorance from the United States’ governing athletic body: the National Patriot Athletic Association. She’d been all-around champion at three consecutive National Conventions, and had placed in the top five at nearly two dozen of the smaller conferences, national and regional—and yet she was ignored. Every year the military men came to KG, and every year Monica’s friends were snatched up, taken to the National Training Center to train as Patriot athletes while she herself was relegated to staying behind. She would be turning fourteen next April, making her the oldest in the club—and the only junior elite (Greg had a small elite program, two to three juniors at a time, and the other two girls he was working with—Amy and Sarah, respectively—wouldn’t be ready skill-wise until next season).
Nowadays, though she kept her skills polished and fresh, Monica was more of an older sister to the younger girls who were rotated in each season. She showed them the ropes, made sure they warmed up properly, stuck to their diets—in fact, while her training partners had celebratory badges sewn onto their leotards with labels like “Cadet” and “Junior Keene in Training,” Monica’s read “Big Sister,” and was supposed to reflect genuine recognition of her mentoring contributions to the gym. But sometimes she almost felt embarrassed to walk around with her badge, her “rank,” showing like an unwanted blemish, a reminder of how she was stuck in her own little niche.
Still, she wished she didn’t have to leave.
Greg let go of her foot. Somewhere along the way he’d unwrapped her ankle, and was tucking the medical supplies back into their kit.
“All patched up,” he said.
Monica got to her feet, tested her newly-repaired ankle. She was about to thank Greg for services rendered when Donna stuck her head inside the office and announced, “The recruiters are here.”
Badged and uniformed (and looking more than a little doggered by the late August heat), the recruiters—two of them—sat in a pair of foldout chairs that had been set at the periphery of the KG training room. Since there were no other qualifying elites at the club, it was just Monica, changed into her leotard, stretching, waiting as her guest judges spoke to one another in hushed tones, fussed with their notebooks. Off to the side, the other KG girls sat, smiling, watching, silently cheering her on.
At long last, one of the recruiters lifted his hand and said, “You may begin, Ms. Sardinia.”
Monica stood straight, presented, and took a deep breath. She started on the vault, then moved on to the uneven bars, followed by the balance beam. Her performance on each apparatus was utilitarian, her skill choices up-to-date with the current Code of Points, her combinations seamless. She focused specifically on her neatness, her toe point, and covered up any wobbles with clever adjustments. She finished with her floor routine, a solid set choreographed to a thundering techno beat and ending with an impressive tumbling pass, which she landed perfectly. Then, raising her arms and presenting once again to the recruiters, she jogged over to where the other girls were waiting.
“Stellar-high marks!” whispered Amy.
“Oh, you are so going to Olympus!” whispered Sarah.
The younger girls offered words of encouragement as well.
Monica thanked them, taking a swig from her water bottle and catching her breath. She paced slowly, eyes fixed on the recruiters. Greg and Donna were talking with them, no doubt quoting statistics, records, wheeling, dealing—doing what coaches did when it came time to promote their product. Nevertheless, Monica knew not to expect much. Despite the appraising looks, the nods of approval, she knew she was well past the pivotal age preferred by the NPAA.
As such, her heart missed a beat when Donna waved her over.
“Wonderful to meet you, Ms. Sardinia,” greeted one of the recruiters as Monica stepped up to the group. “Your routines were quite impressive.”
“Yes,” added the second recruiter. “We were particularly impressed by your ability to incorporate fluid dance elements with your more difficult acrobatic skills. Very nicely done.”
“Thank you,” said Monica, smiling on the outside—frowning inside, for although the recruiters had readily dispensed with the compliments, she could see it in their eyes: Having said that, we regret to inform you that we will be unable to offer you a contract for the upcoming competitive season.
In quite the cookie-cutter fashion, the first recruiter knelt so that his face was level with Monica’s and said, “Having said that, we regret to inform you that we will be unable to offer you a contract for the upcoming competitive season.” A pause, a sincere sigh that may or may not have been practiced beforehand. “Ms. Sardinia, the NPAA has had its eye on you for quite some time. Your scores are among the top in the country, and from what your coaches tell me, your work ethic is impeccable. But, unfortunately, your overall presentation isn’t quite what we’re looking for.”
The second recruiter nodded. “Please understand, this in no way reflects on your technical abilities. It’s merely our experience that the world-class stage requires a certain . . . technique, shall we say? We feel an athlete with your specialties would be best suited in the collegiate arena.”
Monica kept her posture straight, her tummy tight, her chin up—she managed a polite smile, even. “I understand. Thank you for your time.”
“No, thank you, Ms. Sardinia.”
“Yes, Monica. It’s been a pleasure.”
Everyone shook hands. Then the recruiters donned their hats, tucked their notebooks under their arms, and headed for the exit, fanning themselves as the Keenes showed them out.
Afforded a moment’s privacy, the girls flocked to Monica, asking what the word was.
“The word,” Monica sighed, “is no.”
Amy’s expression faltered.
Sarah snorted and folded her arms, aiming a glare in the direction of the club entrance. “Typical military suits. They probably don’t know a cartwheel from a somersault.”
But they do know their sweetheart types from their ordinary, everyday athletes, Monica thought.
Amy put her hand on Monica’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Monica.”
Though she wanted to curl up somewhere and cry for a while, she forced it down, kept her composure as she shifted gears. “It’s three hours till quitting time,” she said, addressing the younger girls, “and Donna’s going to want you warmed up when she gets back—so come on. Lunchtime is over.”
On most days, it took a little prodding to get the girls motivated after their afternoon break and study period, but today everyone seemed to sense the need for compliance. Without the slightest protest, they all ducked into the changing room, swapped their casual clothes for their workout gear, then reemerged to take their places on the floor.
Monica had them start off with a series of stretches. She herself joined in, counting out loud until Greg and Donna returned and took over. Greg looked like he wanted to take her aside, ask her how she was holding up—but he knew her well enough by now, knew the best thing to do was pretend it was any other day at the gym.
Even though her last chance had come and gone.
Doesn’t matter, she told herself as she slipped into the well-rehearsed motions, flexing arms, legs, neck, and spine in succession. The odds were never really in your favor—you saw how quick the scouts were to get out of here, to get on with their business. They’d made their decision long before setting foot in the gym.
She let the memory of her display stew in the back of her mind, kept coming back to the recruiters’ lame excuses for turning her down. They’d stated it quite succinctly: She was a very technical gymnast. Her lines were neat, her skills impeccably executed—but she was no sweetheart, no dainty little pixie trailing fairy dust wherever she walked. She was utilitarian, neck too thick, hips too narrow, overall musculature a little too prominent. Instead of a cute ponytail or braided hairstyle like that of the other girls, she’d opted to cut her hair short and have it flipped out in the back. While the other girls said they would gladly kill for her calves, give up an extra slice of pizza for a tummy as toned as hers, she, conversely, would have preferred softer lines, larger breasts, a less boyish figure. She wasn’t the spritely type at all, but rather a rugged, dependable athlete, and the military men knew this. They wanted to win hearts first, points second, and Monica simply wasn’t a looker.
But, she reminded herself, supposed setbacks such as these were auxiliary annoyances. She could only imagine what it was like for normal girls who came home from public school every day and, with nothing better to do, stood in front of the mirror counting their various imperfections.
That’s not me, she thought. I’m better than that.
At just after five, when the parents started pulling into the KG parking lot to pick up their daughters, Greg, Donna, and the girls decided to spring Monica a surprise “graduation” party. In hindsight, she should have seen it coming; for the first time in her seven years at the club, the shower was free, the dressing room empty. But there was a lot on her mind—and so she missed all the signs until, back in sweatpants and T-shirt, her duffel bag slung over her shoulder, she emerged into the training room to find everyone gathered in the center. Donna bore a cheesecake.
“Surprise!” the girls shouted, whooping and clapping.
Reactivating her happy face, Monica swooned appropriately and, setting her bag down, exchanged hugs with her coaches and training partners. She allowed herself a sliver of cheesecake and half a can of soda. She sat on the balance beam, posed for pictures with the girls, with the Keenes. She pretended it was the most wonderful experience in the world to be leaving behind everything and everyone she knew and loved.
One by one, the parents wrangled up their daughters. When it was time for Amy to go, she jogged up to Monica and hugged her tightly.
“I’m going to miss my Big Sister,” she said.
Monica returned the hug. “Hey, I’ll still drop by from time to time, just to make sure you’ve done all your crunches.”
Amy laughed. Then, summoned by her mother, who’d started to get impatient, she started towards the club entrance. “E-mail me!” she called over her shoulder.
“I will,” said Monica.
There were more hugs, a few tears, even, as everyone cleared out. Monica stayed behind to help the Keenes tidy things up. (One of the reasons she’d been able to stay at the club so long was the fact that it was a small, family-oriented gym. Recognizing Monica’s talent from the outset, Greg and Donna had offered the Sardinia family a considerable discount, and had even provided free transportation, with Monica’s mother driving her to the gym in the mornings, the Keenes driving her home each night. The only stipulation—and it was more than fair—was that she serve as custodian in lieu of an expensive cleaning bot.)
Once the training room was dusted and brushed, the mats folded, the medicine balls and rubber bands put away, Greg announced that it was time to go.
Outside, the sun was fast retreating below the horizon. Monica stood by Greg’s van, waiting for him to finish locking up. She watched the sky with heavy eyelids, studied the speck-tiny shuttle paths—Earth’s skyways, leading to and from the various high-altitude skyports—criss-crossing against the azure and amaranth canvas. Among the first points of light to brave the night was Olympus, the international space station, the jewel of the heavens—a promise that was, for Monica, to go unfulfilled.
Donna came to her side. “How are you managing?”
“Kind of bummed out,” she replied.
“Don’t be.”
“Don’t be?” Monica snorted. “My competitive career has all but fizzled out!”
Donna leaned against the van. “It’s been hard for us all. No major U.S. victories for the last three Olympic terms, Canada and Mexico getting restless—the entire North American Union is hurting, and we’re getting the blame. It’s not a very prosperous time for the sport.”
“That’s a lousy attitude,” Monica said.
“I’m not saying I like the way things are, nor do I agree with how the NPAA has handled its affairs as of late. I think it’s been decades since they put their athletes before their image. But what can we do? You’ve seen the military men, this afternoon and all the other afternoons. You’ve seen how they come here and watch our elites, and when it’s time to go, who do they pick for Olympus?” Donna sighed. “I love each and every one of my girls, mind you, but I can see as plain as the next person that it’s looks before skills. Who has the right smile, the right curves, the right charm—who wiggles her butt the right way. Greg and I, we train athletes, Monica. Not pop stars. If our girls have been taken to Olympus, it’s because their parents have decided they want their daughters to join America’s current pop culture posse. It’s their decision. Our influence ends once you step off these premises—while you’re here I wouldn’t dare spoil you by emphasizing flirtatious winks and scandalous gyrations over good, solid sportsmanship.”
Of course, Donna was right. Monica hadn’t the slightest desire to alter her look or step up her willingness to “put out” in order to snag herself a spot on the Patriot team. She’d always believed, perhaps naively, in a world where image was supplemental to hard work—now the utter reality was sinking in, and she was certain that someone of her make could never excel beyond a few local competitive circles. The worst part: failing to find a way around the Catch-22, failing to live up to her own expectations.
Failing to live up to her parents’ expectations.
Greg approached the van. When he saw Monica’s downcast expression, he tossed the car keys to Donna and wrapped his arm around Monica’s shoulders. “Come, now. No soggy memories.”
“I’m fine,” Monica insisted, surprised to find a tear trickling down her cheek. “Really.” She shrugged out of Greg’s grasp, hauled open the van door, and climbed inside.
* * *
The ride into Sussex was a somber one. Monica stared out the window the entire time, taking in the familiar side streets from an objective point of view—as if she were coming home from an extended stay elsewhere. As a young child, the small-town village feel of her neighborhood had always been comforting, but now it seemed claustrophobic. Many considered Sussex quaint and cozy, but Monica could see the cracks, the chipped paint, the rust. Her family was at the lower end of the middle class bracket, citizens of what the news folk frequently referred to as “a nation rapidly falling into disrepair.”
The Keenes dropped her off in front of her parents’ house. She waved goodbye and then let herself inside, softly opening and closing the door and stepping between the stacks of boxes as she made her way towards the staircase.
Her mother was in the den, grading papers.
“Dinner in half an hour,” she said, catching Monica in passing.
“Okay.”
“How was practice?”
Starting up the stairs, Monica called over her shoulder, “It was fine.”
In her room, she closed the door and stood very still with her bag resting at her feet. She tried to feel like a champion would, tallying the accolades around her, the medals and certificates hanging on the walls, the photographs of her on the balance beam, the bars, the podium, in group pictures at various conferences. Her entire competitive career was encapsulated in this bedroom. She should have been proud; instead there was a feeling of constriction, a renewed urge to jump or cry out loud offsetting the day’s soreness. It might have helped if her mother had offered more than a mere, “How was practice?” Something to mark her awareness that this wasn’t just the closing of an average day—something to show that she understood.
Instead there was quiet. Soft noises. The muffled sound of a news broadcast emanating from down the hall, silverware rattling downstairs, trees rustling gently outside.
I’m really home, she thought, glancing at the half-packed cardboard boxes, the piles of clothes. And even home is mine no more.
At six-thirty sharp, the Sardinias assembled at the dinner table: Monica, downtrodden, still wearing sweats and her favorite T-shirt; Chris, her younger brother, rounded up from whatever corner of the house he’d made his fort for the night, his school clothes untucked and disheveled; Mr. and Mrs. Sardinia (Mike and Sharon, respectively), the former still in his pressed white shirt and tie and leading the table in prayer, the latter looking like she was still in the den correcting her students’ worksheets.
Conversation was sparse, and came in the form of brief, sporadic bursts—mostly when someone wanted another chicken wing, a fresh roll, more peas or carrots (no one mentioned, or even insinuated, the impending move . . . even though the dining room was bare, all the portraits tucked away, the china cabinet empty). Mike asked how Sharon’s day was, and Sharon responded with a pre-recorded comment about her affinity for Fridays. That out of the way, Mike offered a blow-by-blow account of his day at the store. Lastly, nodding at Monica and Chris and taking another mouthful of mashed potatoes:
“And you two?”
Chris immediately availed himself of the opportunity to relay a schoolyard tale involving himself and a wounded pigeon.
Monica waited patiently, finishing her meal and nibbling on a slice of sweet potato pie. She’d resisted talking about anything gym-related (or anything at all, for that matter), but now that everyone was shifting into dessert, now that only the tail-end of dinner would be ruined if she got into it with her parents . . .
“I’m going to miss the conferences,” she said, once Chris had stopped talking. “KG, too.”
Mike diverted his attention to his piece of pie, and Monica caught Sharon shooting him a betrayed glance before sighing, taking a sip from her glass.
“We’ve already covered this territory, Monica,” she said, her face a portrait of quiet discomfort. “It takes money, and gymnastics isn’t a money sport.”
“I’ve made money,” Monica said. Not Patriot money, but enough to help offset the costs of training and traveling.
Sharon set her glass down. “Monica. Let’s not pick at scabs. You’ve had seven good years. It isn’t as if you haven’t had a good run.”
“That’s right,” Mike piped in between mouthfuls. “First in the county, and never lower than fifth in the state—”
“And no contract,” Monica said, almost accusingly. She wasn’t outright mad at her parents—how could she be? They’d been generally supportive since the beginning, money and motivation . . . although in recent months they’d become less and less involved in her gym-related affairs, not even showing up at meets if the Keenes could be counted on to provide transportation. Time was always an issue. Time and money. Years of holding out, waiting for Monica to explode onto the Patriot scene. Now that another season had come and gone without result, they were finally moving on to other, more important matters. Survival instinct—that’s all it was. Trimming back, buckling down, selling the house in order to move a step or two ahead of their credit debt. Many of her neighbors had done much the same. No one was at fault. It was how things were. Yet Monica still felt the need to place blame for the state of Patriot athletics, circa 2099. She needed a reason why her scores seemed to mean nothing to the NPAA.
I may as well be a band without a record deal, she thought, a painter who’s never had an exhibition, a writer who’s never seen his books on a single store shelf.
Sharon said, “Greg and Donna promised you can stop by the gym anytime you want. No appointment necessary, of course.”
Monica’s face brightened (if only slightly). “Then . . . you’ll drive me after school?”
“We’ll see what we can work out,” Sharon replied, smiling—
—though Monica knew it was mostly for show. Which wasn’t to say her mother didn’t want to be more supportive; she was merely caught up in her daily routine, her job, raising two kids. And Mike, he never got home before six on weekdays.
I’m being unrealistic, Monica thought. Holding on to a lifestyle that was never mine to begin with—oh, don’t start sulking. It was on the tip of her tongue to politely decline any further connection with KG, to simply let it go, make it through the next four years at Hamilton, then college. It looked like that was exactly what her parents were expecting, glasses, forks poised in mid air, mouths slightly open, waiting. Time to accept your failures and move on. We’ve managed it. Why can’t you do the same?
“I’d like to keep in touch with the Keenes,” Monica said. “I’m sure Greg can use the extra help around the gym. He’s been so nice letting me train there all these years—I’d feel bad if I didn’t do something to reciprocate.”
Mike and Sharon looked at each other. No doubt they, as parents who hadn’t been athletes themselves, were trying to figure out a way to break it to their daughter that they wanted to do things differently now that the shit had hit the fan.
After a moment’s silent prodding from Sharon, Mike pushed back his plate and folded his hands on the tabletop. “Why don’t we wait and see how it goes next week. We’ve got a big move ahead of us. You don’t want to bite off more than you can chew. And you’re in public school now. There’ll be homework, a new schedule. I’m sure you’ll want to spend more time with friends.”
“In other words,” said Monica, “you just want me to forget about gym.”
“No one’s saying that.”
Monica stared fixedly at her plate. “Maybe if I’d saved my prize money instead of letting Joe flit it away we wouldn’t be having this conversation, and we wouldn’t be moving into Aunt Deborah’s basement.”
Sharon reached across the table and slapped her hand warningly. “You don’t mean that. Family looks out for family. Right?”
“Right,” Monica said, immediately regretting having mentioned Joe’s name.
Beside her, Chris covered his mouth with his hand, as if he’d been the one to talk out of turn.
“What would Reverend Coates say if he heard you talking like that?” asked Sharon.
“He probably wouldn’t like it,” replied Monica.
“I don’t think he would.” Sharon leaned back, folded her arms. “Your uncle Joseph came to us in a time of need. It was very noble of you to agree to part with your earnings. Joe helped us when we bought this house. But the tables have turned. Times are tough for everyone.”
That was Mike’s cue. He said, “Some of us have been hit harder than others. Remember how Joe was going to be the successful entrepreneur of the family? He spent ten years working part time and attending college. He was going to make something of himself. Now, with all his certificates and degrees, where is he? Where does he work? It’s been one failed business after another. He’s only recently begun to make a few inroads—and his debt is waiting for him like a storm cloud.”
As is ours, Monica thought.
“We’re of a certain make,” Sharon said, “and it just so happens we’re part of the working class. You have to realize it’s not your skill set that matters, it’s your connections. There are no other elites in our family. Never have been. We’ve been trying to start a blaze without the proper kindling—it’s just not catching. We’ve known that for some time. We’ve held on for as long as reasonably possible, now it’s time to cut our losses and move on, stop pretending that a Patriot contract will somehow appear out of thin air . . . lest we end up like dear Uncle Joe.”
And there it was: the Sardinia Family State of the Union Address, delivered in impromptu fashion over sweet potato pie. Sorry, honey, but you’re just not enough of a moneymaker, so it’s time to get our heads out of the clouds, time to hunker down and stop chasing after silly dreams.
Monica’s mood was hardly improved, though in all honesty she knew she couldn’t hold it against her uncle for going broke. It had been almost a year ago, in November. Joe’s third child had been only months out of the womb; the Sardinia family had had to scrounge for cash. Brothers called sisters, sisters conferred with husbands, and daughters with sizable caches of gymnastics prize money—college money—were requisitioned. Now Monica was out of her club, out of money, and her parents were trying to reassemble the pieces before she graduated high school.
It was frustrating, to say the least—and that, she realized, was a big part of what was going through her head. In the gym, she was away, mind and body. She didn’t have to witness first-hand the lower middle-class entropy she’d been born into, didn’t have to hear an exasperated sigh from her mother and connect it with her most recent KG enrollment fees. She didn’t have to listen to her father’s dire murmurings about the crumbling economy and how precariously her family was perched on the financial totem pole.
She finished her dessert, helped with the dishes afterward. In the kitchen, while wiping down the cleaned plates as Sharon handed them to her, she told herself to be mature about things, to accept where she was at, to accept her mother as a grade school teacher, her father a store manager. After all, it wasn’t their fault; they just didn’t know any better.
That night, while Monica was checking her e-mail, Sarah sent her an instant message:
gymsprite: OMG, Monica, you’re online!
msardinia: Well, I’ve got loads of free time nowadays, don’t you know?
gymsprite: Aww, it can’t be that bad. I just got done with my math homework. My mom thinks she’s going to win Teacher of the Year by cramming three chapters into a single night.
msardinia: Speaking of Teacher of the Year, my mom’s been talking about taking on longer hours at her school. I’m going to be walking my little brother home on weekdays.
gymsprite: That sucks.
msardinia: He’s not that bad . . . not really.
gymsprite: I meant about your mom’s longer hours.
msardinia: Oh, well, she’ll manage.
gymsprite: My parents are never around either. They make it out to the meets and all, but my grandma’s the one who’s around most. She says everyone’s so stressed out because of all the crop burnings in Africa. Biofuel prices are through the roof—by the time I get my driver’s license, it’s going to be too expensive to go more than a couple of blocks!
msardinia: Things are tough.
gymsprite: Sure are. But hey, you’re getting to go to public school—there’ll be boys!
msardinia: Don’t remind me.
gymsprite: You say that now, but I bet you fifty ameros on Monday night you’ll be calling me with news of some cutie who wants to take you to the mall.
msardinia: You think about boys entirely too much. No wonder you tumble like a drunkard.
gymsprite: Oh, don’t be bummed out, Monica.
msardinia: I’m not bummed out.
gymsprite: You are too—spill it, babe.
msardinia: What do you want me to say? KG was such a big part of my life. I mean, I worked on my skills, my combinations, my form—I’ve always kept my national rank up where it matters, or where it’s supposed to, anyway. And now here I am, about to get a good night’s rest so that tomorrow I can help with the packing, so that on Monday my mom can take me to have my tag updated, my elite status removed.
gymsprite: Oh, Gloomy. At least you’re not going common because of a debilitating injury.
msardinia: Ugh. Don’t call me Gloomy.
gymsprite: Sorry. I didn’t realize you were so down about the whole thing.
msardinia: I should have known after my third National Convention that it’s looks before talent.
gymsprite: Says who?
msardinia: Donna. We spoke earlier today, at closing time.
gymsprite: Well, the Patriot girls do have that “I just spent three hours in the salon” look.
msardinia: It seems to be working for them.
gymsprite: Oh, pish. Patriots spend two-thirds of their time just looking pretty. You and me and Amy could probably punch-front them out the door at any NCPA meet.
msardinia: You’re only saying that to make me feel better. You want to go to Olympus as bad as I do.
gymsprite: Hey, babe, we all want that chance.
msardinia: I’ve run out of chances.
gymsprite: Those military jerks should be fired for not picking you.
msardinia: Not that I was expecting any special treatment, but . . . I wanted my time at KG to be more than just a hobby. I wanted it to do something for my family. I mean, if you make the national team, you aren’t just an athlete anymore, you’re a Patriot athlete, certificate, contract and all. You get free health care, free city transportation, housing for life. You get to represent the NAU overseas—you get to compete for your country during Heroes’ Day.
gymsprite: Yeah, but do you want those things strictly for the money and the recognition, or for the sport?
msardinia: What do you want?
gymsprite: I asked you first.
msardinia: I want to compete for America—
gymsprite: Fudge-fudge! Hey, my parents are bugging me to get off the computer, but you just keep that frown upside down, okay?
msardinia: No promises. Goodnight, Sarah.
gymsprite: Goodnight.
Monica closed her notebook and set it atop one of the boxes beside her bed. She’d already showered, stripped down for the night; all that remained was the physical manifestation of sleep—which, despite her exhaustion, didn’t come easily. She curled up in her favorite plaid comforter and blinked at the walls, the ceiling, her eyes refusing to stay closed for more than a few seconds at a time.
She felt like it was the eve of a humongous competition.
After dinner, she’d dusted her certificates and polished her medals for the last time before carefully wrapping them in felt and packing them away. When she got her new room, she would replace the empty spots on the walls with posters of her favorite musicians and movie stars—she would keep her champion trinkets to herself, stored in a box at the back of her closet. If you’d never met her personally, you’d never know she was a junior national champion. It wasn’t denial, she told herself; it was . . . acceptance.
Close to midnight, she got out of bed, knelt on the floor, and said a prayer, asking for forgiveness and apologizing for slandering her uncle at dinnertime. Then she got back into bed, tossed, turned, tossed some more. Finally, she threw on a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants and left her room, went down into the den, with its quiet darkness, the familiar shag carpet beneath her bare feet, the feel of the beanbags and overstuffed sofa in the little video nook. She curled up between the cushions and, reasonably assured that no one would hear her crying, let it all out, one sobbing fit at a time. The reasons behind her need for emotional release didn’t matter. Maybe she was angry at her parents for spinning their wheels the last few years, maybe it was the NPAA’s unwavering ignorance, or maybe she was merely unused to change, growing up—shifting from girl to woman in uncertain times. In any case, when it was over and she was all cried out, sleep came, swift and sure.
Aunt Deborah’s basement was pretty nice, as far as basements went. The boiler and furnace area were to the right of the stairs, the guest room and billiards room down a hallway to the left—but it was still a basement, and the Sardinias were still a family of four without a home for the next few months. Monica was understandably introverted as Deborah (seemingly oblivious to any of the awkwardness associated with the situation) gave them the grand tour.
“Isn’t it cozy?” she kept asking. “This was Kit’s domain before he was shipped off to UNL. We’ll have to share the bathroom upstairs, but there’s power and heating, and network reception is quite good. You’re welcome to stay for as long as you need.”
Monica smiled and nodded politely, breaking off from Mike, Sharon, and Chris. She set her backpack down and ran her hand over the wood-paneled wall, discovered a discreet handle—closet space.
The billiards room was windowless, slightly smaller than the guest room. The pool table had been pushed over to one side; a cross-trainer, weights, and some mats were tucked towards the back. Monica examined the equipment, brushed her finger over the plates, which were caked with dust, but otherwise fit for use. She wondered if her parents would be keen on letting her arrange a miniature gym, something for old times’ sake. She wasn’t really into weight-lifting, nor was there any reason to keep herself conditioned—but it somehow seemed important to score a small sort of win in the midst of a larger defeat. A small bonus to offset an overwhelmingly shitty chain of events.
“Ah, I see she’s found the training room,” said Deborah, guiding the rest of the family inside. “Kit’s idea. Bodybuilding was a major hobby for him during his teenage years. Evidently impressing girls was more important than finishing his homework.” She winked.
Sharon glanced around, started to murmur something about dismantling the equipment and storing it in the garage—
—Monica cut her off, put on what she hoped was an irresistible smile. “Do you think I could use it? You know, to keep in shape and all? The weights and mats, at least?”
A sigh from Sharon. We need the space, her expression read.
Monica pushed nonetheless: “This can be my area. I’ll put my bed here. You’ll have the whole rest of the basement—er, guest room—to yourselves.”
Sharon sighed again, looked like she was calculating an infinite string of numbers in her head. Monica knew it wasn’t the time to be asking for favors, but she also knew her mother would rather not stage a confrontation in front of Deborah. At least, not on moving day.
“I suppose so,” Sharon said slowly. “That is, if your aunt doesn’t mind.”
“I think Kit would be perfectly okay if little Monica here used his weight machine,” said Deborah, still smiling, still oblivious. “What’s that old saying? You can take the gymnast out of gymnastics, but you can never take the gymnastics out of the gymnast?”
“Something like that,” said Sharon. She hid her displeasure behind a forced smile.
“Well, if it’s heavy lifting you’re after,” said Mike, hustling Chris towards the doorway, “there are plenty of boxes out in the car that need unloading.”
“Yes,” said Sharon. “Let’s get started.”
Life outside the training room was an adjustment.
That first Monday morning waking up in Deborah’s basement, Monica sat yawning at the edge of her bed for a good few minutes. She did not want to get up, did not want to scavenge the boxes for clothes and school supplies, did not want to spend the rest of the day sitting in a cramped desk while some teacher droned on at the head of the classroom—but, like it or lump it, she was no longer an elite, and so was no longer exempt from her everyday duties as a common citizen.
She went into the guest room. The others were already awake, Chris stumbling into his pants, Sharon setting out bowls and spoons atop the card table, Mike fiddling with the videobox as he tried to get a decent signal. Above, a confused garden bot continuously bumped against one of the windows.
“Good morning,” murmured Sharon. “Amenities are in the box beside the door.”
Monica nodded and tried not to pay too much attention to the clutter, nor to how common she felt, how derelict she must have looked as she rummaged for her robe, a change of clothes. When she found what she needed, she quietly slipped upstairs for her morning shower.
Deborah caught her en route, delivering a kiss-and-hug combo with impeccable timing. “Your first day back in public school—oh, aren’t you excited?”
“A little,” Monica replied, though really she wasn’t the slightest bit eager to discuss or even acknowledge her newly-appointed mediocrity.
“Today’s the first day of the rest of your life. You’re going to make so many friends!”
I already have friends, thought Monica, ducking into the bathroom. Training partners who are this very moment preparing for another day towards the new season. I should be with them, earning credits for my community—not making casual friends and distant acquaintances to fill my address book.
Breakfast was quick and dirty. Monica spent most of the time getting the kinks out of her hair. Then it was off to school, Chris and herself walking placidly alongside all the other neighborhood kids whose parents were unable or unwilling to drive them to the Hamilton Quad Hub.
The campus had changed little in the last three years. Everything was still humongous, overcrowded—a miniature Tokyo bringing in students from Sussex, Lisbon, Lannon, and Butler. Monica managed to make it through her classes without bungling her schedule. At lunchtime, her friends made sure she was up on all the latest gossip. All in all, it wasn’t that bad of a day . . . if you didn’t count the after-school trip to the records office. Monica had gone there at the start of her elite career, three years ago, to have her citizen’s profile upgraded, her tag’s elite flag activated. Then, the Sardinias had celebrated over dinner at a fancy restaurant; now, they simply went home.
And so went Monica’s new routine. School and homework and puttering around Deborah’s basement. Without gym practice, there was time, so much time. Time to do the dishes, time to spend at the laundromat, time spent minding Chris’ affairs, running errands—explaining to neighbors why she was unwilling-and-or-unable to continue with her gymnastics.
“I thought you were away at camp,” said some.
“I thought you were busy training for the new season,” said others.
“Wow, do your coaches know you’re not in the gym?”
“How can you find the time to train and take your little brother shopping for new shoes?”
To them all, Monica could only offer a sigh, a shrug, and, “I’ve moved on.”
Sharon wasn’t much help in the PR department. Though she probably wasn’t doing it on purpose, her lack of tact in explaining why her daughter was out shopping for groceries instead of brushing up on her drills and skills was embarrassing, to say the least.
Tuesday evening, Monica and Chris accompanied her to the supermarket. As soon as they entered the produce section, Monica knew she was boned, as no fewer than six of her mother’s village acquaintances were standing near the lettuce and chattering excitedly about money this, politics that. When they noticed the Sardinias were approaching, they waved and smiled, immediately assimilating Sharon into the group.
Monica waited off to the side with the cart, watched as the women proceeded to point at bad spots, gasp at price tags. Chris darted away, returning a moment later with a box of Chocolate Schnauzers cereal under his arm.
“What’s that?” Monica asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Mom said we can each pick out a special item. A treat. What are you getting?”
“Nothing.”
“But mom said you can pick anything you want!”
“I’m not getting a treat. You shouldn’t either.”
Chris frowned. “Why not?”
“Because we can’t afford it.”
“But mom said—”
“I know what she said. It doesn’t change the facts.”
“Why would she say it if it wasn’t true?”
Monica sighed. “She’s being polite. It looks good to the other mothers to say, ‘Sure, honey, get whatever you want,’ when really she’s going to end up putting it on credit.”
Chris gave her a sidelong glance. No doubt he hadn’t a clue what credit was—nor pride, for that matter. He only knew that he wanted what had been promised to him. He put the Chocolate Schnauzers into the cart, then climbed inside, pushing the canned goods out of the way so he could sit cross-legged. He hummed a cartoon theme to himself as Monica turned away, watched the neighborhood women watch her, halfway catching their conversations:
“. . . Monica’s no longer an elite?”
“Oh, that’s too bad. We could really use those community credits right now . . .”
“. . . it all comes down to those exemptions we all know and love. Have you readjusted your tax information?”
“How much of a hit are you going to take next year?”
“. . . shelf prices must look absolutely criminal without your elite discount . . .”
“. . . a shame. Such a shame. Couldn’t come at a worse time. The neighborhood’s lost three good elites this year. We had that Disch girl, you know, the tennis player whose family moved to Ohio. There was that Leung boy who had his hand shattered in a biking accident—they say his new hand has to be retrained from scratch. It will be years before he gives another public performance. Oh, and the chess player, what was his name? Mark? Matthew? Offered a job in California.”
“Ugh. They all end up in California, don’t they?”
“Land of the Elites.”
“. . . and here we are, little ol’ Waukesha County. Last on everyone’s list. If ever there was a time for our remaining champions to band together . . .”
“. . . what can I do? She trained hard, she had the right skills, the right body type—by all counts she should be on the national team, but she’s just not mastered the right mentality. I’m darned proud of her, but let’s face facts: she’ll never be a Patriot. Her career has plateaued at the junior level, I’m afraid . . .”
“. . . not that I’m in any way suggesting she’s given it anything less than 110%, but, well, young women these days oftentimes don’t realize their worth to the community . . .”
“. . . maybe the irony here is that all she needed was 112% . . .”
“Oh, don’t be like that. She’ll hear you . . . .”
Amazingly, no one made the slightest attempt at being discreet. Monica heard it all, the lost expectations, the disappointments, the prissy commentary regarding today’s oblivious youth.
“I hate this,” she muttered, and forcibly shifted her attention away from the produce section.
“Hate what?” asked Chris.
“Being a consumer.”
“You’re a consumer?”
“You, me, mom and dad, their friends—we’re all mindless, driveling consumers digesting ourselves nine to five even when it’s all over and there’s no more money left and all we can do is stand around the vegetable aisle talking about how crummy things are.”
Chris rolled his eyes. “Mom and her friends always talk like that.”
True, thought Monica, recalling weekly Greet and Grumbles that went all the way back to when she was the one riding in the shopping cart—but it was different now. She waved her hand over a cup of cottage cheese; the price tag flickered a moment before settling on full retail.
From contributing elite to common dependent—one more hungry mouth to feed.
She pulled her hood over her head, stuffed her hands into the pockets of her sweatshirt, and told Chris to keep quiet until checkout time.
August exhausted itself with dizzying speed, and September proceeded to whiz by just as fast. Monica’s fears that her days back in the fold would drag themselves out indefinitely were gradually replaced with the daily bustle of school, family, and a burgeoning new social life (many neighborhood friends were eager to play catch-up, as well as make Sussex’s former champion one of their own again).
And yet, try as she might, her previous life was not so easily disregarded, her acrobatic tendencies not so readily laid to rest. Though her mother never truly embraced the idea, she did allow Kit’s workout equipment to remain in the billiards room. Thus, Monica was able to fulfill her inborn obligation to keep herself conditioned, as long as she promised not to do anything to herself that might warrant the purchase of excessive amounts of nano gel. “The shit’s expensive, so no using the bigger weights—and I don’t want you doing anything Greg or Donna wouldn’t want you doing behind their backs!” were Mike’s exact words.
October arrived, and as the shadows grew longer, so did Monica’s nostalgic tendencies come and go with less and less intensity. Every now and then, her brain chanced to produce an emotional hiccup or two (especially when her parents, in good faith, came around with that “Do you want to talk about it?” attitude regarding her various adjustments to normal teenage life), but she was always able to get a hold of herself before escalating to tears or tantrums. The world quietly rotated beneath her feet, never so crazy that she couldn’t stand it.
On a Sunday afternoon Monica and her family gathered together in front of the videobox to watch a live broadcast of the Patriot Cup. One of the more prestigious pre-season gymnastics conferences, the Patriot Cup was, as the title implied, Patriots-only, a progress report on Olympus’ would-be Heroes—assurance that taxpayer muscle was being put to good use. Already the U.S. teams were beginning to take shape with a varied squad of four-dozen boys and girls gathered from all over the country. These were the top picks, fresh from their first few months at the National Training Center. They lined up for the march-in, their postures perfect, their eyes bright, their smiles reaching ear to ear.
Sitting on the floor, her back against the sofa, her eyes fixed on the video screen, Monica felt the usual surge inside herself. Some of it was longing, but most of it was the mere excitement, the novelty, the hope and promise of an Olympic year waiting just around the corner.
Even if it’s me on the outside, looking in, she thought.
The affiliate station handling the Waukesha County broadcast ran its obligatory music and graphics introduction, followed by a brief “Raise the Bar” promotional showing a young gymnast in a time-lapse morph, first as a boy doing cartwheels and somersaults on his parents’ bed, then as a junior elite winning his first gold medal at an NCPA meet, and, finally, as a Hero, standing alongside a fictitious Team USA as smiling dignitaries gave out wreaths, medals, and plaques.
Momentarily, a pair of commentators—a man and a woman—came into focus against a wide shot of the interior of the stadium. Monica recognized the pair as Tommy Shire and Megan Townsend, two former Patriots themselves who’d become regulars during the more recent broadcasts.
Dispensing with a brief greeting, Tom launched right into his signature, just-slightly-over-the-top spiel:
“Wow! You can hear it in the intensity of the fanfare thundering from the stands, you can see it in the looks of utter determination on the faces of the gymnasts and their coaches: we are going into an Olympic year! The world is watching each and every one of these athletes, these Patriots gathered from across the globe, living and training away from their respective homes for months at a time—putting in blood, sweat, and tears to make their Olympic dreams come true!”
“Right you are, Tom,” said Megan. “And what a dream, to compete for your club—your country—as a Hero aboard the Olympus Space Station, the only station of its kind in orbit around Earth, built and maintained by the North American Union, but open to nations all over the world in the spirit of international competition and cooperation—”
Tom, cutting in (and growing noticeably more excited with each passing second): “It’s the pinnacle of any Patriot’s career—in the world of competitive athletics, you can’t get any higher than Olympus. Literally! And today’s competition is the first step towards making the cut.”
“That is so true, and everyone here today knows it. You mentioned the competitive spirit; that spirit has never been more evident than it is going into the new season. We’re seeing an incredible upsurge of international contenders that haven’t produced qualifying athletes in two, sometimes three terms—the Portuguese, for example, the Czechs, the Ukraine. Diversity is certainly an apt buzzword as we approach Heroes’ Day, 2100.”
“Perseverance, too,” said Tom, loosening his tie. “Everyone wants a piece of the pie, and it’s no secret that the NAU has suffered heavy losses over the course of the last three Olympic terms. That’s sixteen years since the United States, Canada, or Mexico produced a winning team—and not only in the sport of gymnastics.”
Megan nodded. “We’ve long had to endure underdog status.”
Tom removed his tie completely, set it on the table. “And with the national rank poised to slip downward another notch, with the economy having to support itself on a Patriot Grant that’s sixteen years old—my goodness, can you believe it’s been sixteen years since Darren Hades, with an impressive sweep of the 2084 Heroes’ Day event finals, brought home the gold for the States? Factor in drought in the Midwest, terrorist attacks on our feedstocks, Congress seriously looking at making some budget cuts in the aerospace industry, and it becomes obvious that what happens this Heroes’ Day will be the dominating factor behind how we live the next decade of our lives.”
Sharon snorted, picking shrewdly from a bowl of buttered popcorn. “They really know how to pour on the drama, don’t they?”
“I’m all wearied out—and they’re not even on vault yet,” said Mike.
(Chris was the smart one; he’d switched to reading a comic book as he waited for the gymnasts to begin their routines.)
Sharon continued: “They were talking politics on the news the other night. They say that if we don’t get the national rank up this term, the government is going to have to cut funding for Olympus.”
“They say that every term,” Monica said.
“Yeah, but if this turns out to be our fourth consecutive Heroes’ Day with nothing but bronze medals, if we lose our eligibility to even get our athletes aboard Olympus in the first place, it won’t matter whether or not the station continues to operate—we’ll be out of the loop.”
“Goddamned government,” Mike said, shaking his head. “No one wants to see an institution like Olympus go to waste, but things have become so bungled we can’t afford to maintain it anymore. You know, they’ve been suggesting that we ‘solve the problem’ by selling the station to a competing nation interested in restoration. Handing over the prestige for pocket change.”
“Oh, I don’t know about prestige,” said Sharon. “We’ve had Olympus for twenty years, and so far most of that has been budget problems and terrorist attacks. The world assumes that the U.S. has some sort of hidden leverage just because we sweep the floors and make the beds. I say, if the world wants Olympus, let them have it—they can fight over it until kingdom come. I have enough to worry about down here on Earth.”
Monica’s jaw dropped. “You mean just give Olympus away?”
“Well,” said Mike, winking, “for the right price.”
“You’re joking, right?”
“Oh, honey.” Sharon sighed. “We were never competitors, like you. I suppose it’s only natural that we have a different perspective. You have to admit, though, keeping Olympus is like paying to maintain your own swimming pool and then letting neighbors use it while you stand off to the side, waiting your turn.”
Monica looked away from her parents. There was heat building beneath her cheeks, a feeling of betrayal causing her pulse to quicken—first it was KG that was deemed expendable, and now it’s Olympus. What next? College? The car? Vitamins? Clothes?
Luckily, the U.S. Patriots were beginning their exercises.
“Shh!” exclaimed Chris, putting his comic book down. “It’s starting!”
The gymnasts had removed their warm-up suits. Their tempered bodies were skinned in the trademark Patriot colors: white, with a splash of red and blue across the shoulders. The camera offered a generous closeup of an eleven-year-old Californian named Jackie Davisson as she prepared for her first vault. She was nibbling on her lower lip.
“A star pupil at Sunburst Gymnastics,” said Tom, off-screen, “Jackie made quite an impression at this year’s International Convention of Patriot Athletes. She’ll be doing a Yurchenko-type vault here . . .” Jackie started down the runway. She planted her hands firmly on the vault table, launched herself into the air. Her amplitude and execution were good, with knees and feet kept together while in flight, but her landing didn’t quite stick. Nevertheless, Tom was ecstatic. “Wow! Incredible speed, great height, a little wobbly on the landing, but what a way to start things off!”
Megan, as Jackie padded back up the runway for her second vault: “Look at that smile. She knows she’s gotten off to a good start. All she needs is to stick the landing in her next vault, and she’ll have a nice average counting towards her final score. Of course, none of tonight’s athletes will have to worry about their national ranking being affected until the 2100 season officially begins, but a preliminary meet like this gives the coaches an idea as to how their athletes will perform under pressure.”
“And here we go,” said Tom. “Vault number two.”
Jackie’s second run-through was as impressive as her first—though her feet didn’t quite know where to plant themselves during the landing. She ended up sliding onto her butt, blinking in surprise for a moment before quickly jumping back up, presenting to the judges, and jogging off the podium. The camera followed her as she threw herself into her coach’s arms, her tears flowing freely.
Tom said, “Wow. You see these incredible feats of strength and agility on the vault, the beam, the bars—you sometimes forget that these athletes are only eleven years old.”
Monica stuck with the broadcast through the first rotation. On bars, beam, vault, and floor exercises, the drama didn’t let up for a second, though it was faraway, confined entirely to the high-res grid of the Sardinias’ video screen. There were other gymnasts as well, other triumphs and tribulations, but Jackie was clearly the American favorite, bleach-blonde pretty, emotionally fragile—ratings paydirt.
“Does anybody want anything from the fridge?” Monica asked, getting up during a commercial break.
“Coke,” said Chris.
Mike and Sharon shook their heads.
Monica’s trip upstairs took only a moment. She fetched a glass of water for herself, a can of Coke for Chris, then returned to the basement—where everyone had shifted to the edge of their seat as they gaped at the video screen. At first she thought that Jackie had perhaps lost a scrunchie, but then she saw the grave look on her mother’s face, the grim set to her father’s jaw.
“God, Monica,” Sharon breathed. “Come look at this.”
Monica reclaimed her spot on the floor, the drinks still clutched in her hands. The Patriot Cup had been preempted by a breaking news report—a hostage situation at an elementary school in Alabama. 300 teachers and students had been crammed into a gymnasium while a group of armed radicals engaged in a heated stand-off against the police. Someone from inside had managed to keep a cell phone, and was feeding the news crew morbid images of women and children sitting huddled, frightened, some bleeding or bruised.
In the background, a man could be heard shouting:
“Give us our sovereignty! The Global Ranking System is a facade designed to take from the poor and give to the rich! Our farmers and workers are forced into slave labor by sneaky U.S. officials and Canadian yes-men who make deals behind closed doors to ensure our teams never advance in the ranks! We will be a slave nation no longer! Your diplomats say the GRS has abolished war—the war has only begun!”
Monica felt herself squirm (as she often did whenever a band of domestic terrorists made the news). The people on the screen looked to be of varying ethnicities. They had American accents—they might have, at one time, been businessmen, politicians, community pillars. Now they carried guns, dealing in desperation, mourning the death of the middle class by making an example of themselves.
“God almighty,” muttered Sharon.
“Christ,” said Mike.
(Amazingly, the two of them were still eating popcorn.)
After a while, the Patriot Cup came back on.
No one felt like watching.
Extremist demonstrations in Patriot America were nothing new. The formation of the NAU was as controversial a move as the conversion to a paperless monetary system ten years prior—strikes, picket lines, marches, rallies, and, sometimes, violent displays of civil unrest were common symptoms of a nation trying to consolidate its vision of prosperity.
For many Americans, these were cursory worries, facts of life to be added to the backs of minds already preoccupied with an ailing job market, skyrocketing fuel prices, store shelves carrying bloated markups and limited variety. However, the repercussions from Sunday’s hostage crisis reached deep, and were manifested startlingly quick. First thing Monday morning the Hamilton administration announced over the P.A. system that it was time to initiate a long-overdue security plan, starting with mandatory real-time tracking for all students. Several days and one signed parental consent form later, Monica found herself standing in line (along with several hundred other students) on the soccer field as a delegation of police officers updated everyone’s tag information.
“The terrorists have already won,” said Pat Sandsby—fourteen years old, blond, bespectacled, perennially clad in anti-establishment T-shirt and camouflage shorts—as he offered himself cuts in front of Monica. (She only allowed him the privilege because the line was in alphabetical order, and because Pat often loaned her lunch money.)
“How’s that?” asked Monica.
“Something like this new security plan,” Pat said, “it’s not to protect us, it’s to keep tabs on those labeled as ‘misfits,’ those who might be inclined to check out the wrong combination of books from the library, those who might show an interest in converting to a non-Christian faith and running amok with a pipe bomb. Whether or not they stop something like that before it happens isn’t as important as the principal being able to tell authorities, ‘It’s not our fault—we had a security plan in place!’”
“Something had to be done,” Monica said. “Can you imagine all the phone calls the school got after everyone’s parents saw the news broadcast? And anyway, we’re minors—our parents signed the forms.”
Pat scrunched up his nose. “My old man wasn’t going to sign anything, but my mom was concerned. They went at it all through dinner. The short version is that I’m to be tagged and tallied—but that doesn’t mean I’ll be in the matrix, per se.”
Monica rolled her eyes. She knew Pat had a way with computers that belied his skater-punk exterior. “Are you going to hack your tag? Turn it off?”
“No, no, that would only cause problems whenever I pass a scanner or when the teachers take roll and I don’t show up on their readers even though I’m standing right in front of them. No, I have this program that lets you swap tag information with other people who are close by. It works best in crowds. I’ll be on campus, but I won’t be who their computers say I am—and if it doesn’t work this week, it will next, ’cuz they’re always hacking the firmwares.” Pat winked. “I can e-mail you a copy, if you want.”
“Maybe on a rainy day,” Monica said, laughing, stepping forward with the line.
Pat wagged his finger at her. “Hey, that day may come sooner than you think. Look at it this way: Let’s say tomorrow a gang of militants decides to lock down the campus—they’d have to keep us all in check visually, and that’s pretty hard. Someone could sneak away, get to a phone, call the cops. But if everyone’s got their tag broadcasting in real-time, instead of having to manage several hundred people individually, all the gun-heads have to do is deal with that one single administrator who has the reader, and suddenly they know where each and every one of us is located.” He scowled. “We’re giving them real-time rosters to play with—we’re making it easier for them to fuck with us.”
Monica considered. “Well, if our enemies don’t bring their infrared equipment with them, that is.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Pat said. “The point is that this is an extraneous amount of effort with very little payoff, if any at all.”
“But it’s politically correct.”
“And how.”
Afterward, once Pat and herself had had their tags updated, they sat together on the grass and had lunch. Angeline, also a freshman, joined them.
“I don’t know if I like this,” Angeline said, brushing her arm as if her tag was an actual device that had been implanted subcutaneously.
“What?” asked Pat.
Angeline glanced over her shoulder. “I feel like I’m being watched.”
“You are being watched.”
“I know. I don’t like the feeling.”
“You’re just a blip on the administrators’ screen,” said Monica. “They can’t actually see you.”
“Still, they’ll know when I’m at the snack machine or when I’m in the bathroom . . . .”
Pat grunted. “Yeah, they probably have nano cams installed in the urinal cakes so they can get candid shots of my dick dangling over the bowl whenever I take a piss—in the name of domestic security, you see.”
Monica put her hand on Pat’s shoulder. “Trust me, Pat, no one wants to see your dick—on or off camera.”
Angeline laughed.
Pat blushed, and was quick to ensure the conversation was directed elsewhere. “Hey, Angie, did you see the Alabama Massacre on Sunday?”
“Oh, it was terrible!” replied Angeline, brushing her arm once more and then settling into a more relaxed posture. “I feel so sorry for those people.”
“A hundred dead by the explosion, a dozen more from dehydration, fifty injured. Fucking terrorists.” Pat wrung his hands and looked like he wanted to hit someone.
Monica tried to think of something meaningful to say, but it was difficult. Here, perched at the southeast edge of Wisconsin, where it was safe, familiar, the events on the news seemed like bad dreams. Nothing ever happened in Waukesha County. Not directly. But there were repercussions. A slow decay, little things lost here or there over time. The States performed poorly for three Olympic terms, and Monica’s parents could no longer afford to keep her training with the Keenes; a biofuel crop in Africa went up in flames, and prices at the corner pump jumped half an amero; a school in Alabama was devastated by political guerrillas, and Hamilton’s students were required to submit to ’round the clock surveillance. Regardless of the how’s, why’s, and where’s, there was little a teenage girl—without a Patriot contract—could do except shake her head and wring her hands.
“My dad used to tell me stories,” Pat said, once he’d calmed down, “about when he was a teenager, back before the Patriot System was introduced. They still fought wars out on the battlefield—the news was always showing the aftermath, the fields littered with corpses. My dad said people were getting tired of it. They didn’t want to see it anymore.”
Angeline nodded. “Now it’s all done in courtrooms, in think tanks, and on Heroes’ Day.”
“Strategical economics,” Monica said, holding up her hand and turning on a more teacherly tone of voice. “The disbursement of resources according to global rank. Military is only used to enforce compliance with the Patriot System, if necessary.”
“Yeah,” said Pat, “but we’re still at war with each other. It’s just that nowadays we hide behind rules and regulations. We’re no better off than we were twenty years ago. The Massacre is proof of that.”
“It’s proof that terrorists will always try to ruin it for everyone else—”
“It’s proof that nothing changes, and that progress is in the eyes of the political candidate running for office. Why do you think it’s mandatory to enlist when you turn eighteen? How else do you think the losing countries are made to turn over their quotas to the winners every four years?” Pat smiled grimly. “We’re still at war, girls, don’t you forget it. And now we’re getting real-time Big Brother monitoring—and you, Monica, you’re a gymnast. Did you hear how those four Patriot girls ditched the national team after what happened on Sunday?”
Monica shook her head. “I kind of tuned out once the news report hit the feeds.”
“Yep,” said Pat. “It was too much for them. Something about their coaches insinuating their inadequate scores were part of what sent the militants over the edge. They reneged on their contracts. The rest of the team isn’t faring too well, either. We haven’t a clue who’s going to make it to Heroes’ Day. Well, I’m sure that Davisson girl will—but she’s the prima donna type, probably isn’t biting the bullet for her country so much as she’s holding out for the endorsement checks, the modeling contracts and record deals.”
“Yes, yes,” said Angeline, rolling her eyes. “We all know the world is coming to an end, and your family will be the only ones prepared because you and your father built that bunker beneath your house.”
Monica chuckled, apt to dwell on the unexpected downturn of Patriot morale, but instead finding solace in her friends’ self-deprecating routine. Poking fun at the Sandsby family’s End of Days practices was always comforting. Sarah, no doubt, would have suggested making out with Pat instead of merely making fun (he was reasonably cute, in a rough-and-tumble kind of way), but Monica was perfectly content to have him as her on-campus buddy. Her big brother. As odd as the notion may have been, he represented all the little concerns tossing around inside her head, and if she could playfully disregard him, so could she disregard the things that bothered her most. She hadn’t the means to do anything else.
“Haw-haw,” said Pat. “We’ll see who’s hiding in whose basement once push comes to shove. But let’s move on to more important matters.” He looked at Monica. “You owe me for yesterday’s sandwich. Chicken, lettuce, and tomato, I believe.”
Monica blanched, knowing it was true. She’d promised a favor in exchange for the lunch money her parents had decided she could do without. “What do you want me to do?”
“Go out with me?” Pat asked, smiling.
In answer, Monica exchanged an amused glance with Angeline and said, “Try again, geek boy.”
“Okay, so you’re not ready to admit you want my manhood—I’m patient. I can wait.” Pat looked thoughtful for a moment, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose as he surveyed the field. “Well, seeing as how we’ve just eaten, let’s have a little sparring contest. Backflip off that wall over there. You outperform me and I drop all charges. Angie can be the judge.”
“You’re on,” said Monica, standing, stretching.
Pat stood as well. While he wasn’t necessarily an athlete, he was athletic, and practiced urban parkour (which Monica oftentimes referred to as “a degenerate form of gymnastics”). He waited until there weren’t any students in the way, then ran at the wall, planting his foot firmly against the brickwork, leaning back, and springing off again with impressive height on his rotation. He landed on his feet, pivoting and flashing a smile at Monica as he took a bow. A nearby onlooker whooped and clapped.
“Well?” he asked, nodding at Angeline. “What does the judging panel think?”
Angeline frowned, pursed her lips. “Hmm. Good energy, but sloppy form, and your boxers were showing—and you hopped a little there at the end.”
Flicking her off, Pat said to Monica, “Your turn.”
Monica gave herself a good running start, then scaled the wall. She was glad she’d worn sneakers today; as she pushed off, she added a twist to her rotation in mid-air, so that when she landed, she was facing Pat and Angeline—and Ms. Baskett, one of the north campus teachers currently serving as monitor.
“Young lady,” said Baskett (unlike Monica’s peers, she wasn’t smiling), “this isn’t a jumping room. Come with me.”
Pat covered his mouth and pointed at Monica. “Busted!”
The gathered students offered a round of applause.
Monica’s wall-flip stunt earned her an afternoon of detention, as well as scheduled visits to the counseling office, where it was decided her “acting out” was the result of suppressed emotion regarding her retirement from club gymnastics. Though she made every effort to convince the counselor otherwise, it seemed her parents had no qualms over jumping at the chance to explain their daughter’s “asymmetrical” behavior. She hadn’t cried in front of them since leaving KG, and so they assumed she hadn’t cried at all, hadn’t released the pressure.
“Poor Monica,” they said, shaking their heads and clicking their tongues whenever they thought she was out of earshot. “She’s kept everything inside, and now it’s reached a fever pitch. All those years foregoing a normal childhood while trying to become the champion who wasn’t to be, and now she hasn’t a clue how to re-assimilate. She spends all her free time down in her corner of the basement. She still trains like a gymnast. I don’t think she even realizes there’s something wrong . . . .”
(The only thing wrong, as Monica saw it, was that she was doing backflips for chicken sandwiches instead of for Patriot contracts.)
“You could lay on that shrink’s couch for years,” said Pat, catching her one afternoon after a counseling session, “and she’d never grow wise to the fact that you’re A-OK. It’s just not possible for doctor-types.”
Monica scowled, slung her backpack over her shoulder. “She doesn’t even have a couch. We spend the whole hour sitting together at a table and drawing out what I’m supposed to be feeling on a piece of paper. She must buy art supplies by the crate.”
“She doesn’t sound very intuitive,” said Pat.
“I don’t think it’s ignorance so much as it’s a desire for a paycheck that keeps her wanting to find something seriously wrong with me.” And my parents are actually paying for our time together. We’re living in a basement because of rising expenses, and yet somehow there’s room for me to see a shrink! “‘Do you think it’s your fault your parents lost the house?’ she asks. I tell her, ‘No, of course not. That’s silly.’ And she’s like, ‘You were an elite. Many elites feel pressure to live up to their parents’ standards, as well as those of their community—even after they’ve gone common.’ So I say, ‘Well, there’s certainly pressure from educational institutions to conform to current standards regarding emotionally-fragile teenage girls,’ and she just smiles smugly and says, ‘Hmm. That’s all for today.’ Like she’s had a revelation or something.”
Pat laughed. “Paid professionals: the blind leading the blind. Walk you home?”
“Sure.”
They left the north campus, swinging by the elementary building to pick up Chris, then passing through one of Hamilton’s shiny new checkpoints (where bored, underpaid-looking security guards mumbled for them to stand still as they waved their wands and checked their clipboards) and heading northwest along Silver Spring. It was a good forty-five-minute walk, but Monica had the legs for it, and Chris, his limbs never tired. Not unless the planets were in a certain specific alignment (and even then it was tricky).
Pat was on and off his skateboard, and didn’t talk much. When he did, it was in a quietly accommodating kind of way—totally uncharacteristic for him. No government-this, no politicians-that.
“You’re awfully quiet,” Monica said after a while.
Pat raised his eyebrows. “Am I?”
“You are.”
“Guess I’ve got some shit on my mind.”
“Like what?”
Pat took a deep breath, a sudden reddening evident in his cheeks. “Like us.”
It took a moment for Monica to respond—namely because Chris was still walking beside them and looking like he was interested in what Pat had meant by “us.”
Indeed, he stepped beside Monica, tugging on her sleeve and whispering, “I think he wants to do big-kid stuff with you!”
Monica grimaced. “What’s ‘big-kid stuff?’”
“Smooches!” Chris puckered his lips—and jumped out of the way as soon as Monica swatted at him.
Beside her, Pat looked like he was about to have a coronary.
Oh, my God, thought Monica, straightening, realizing Chris’s observation wasn’t far from the truth. Big-kid stuff.
She waited until they reached Heath Street—at which point Chris took off up the walk, toward home—before she confronted Pat with, “Us?”
“Forget I said it—”
“Tell me.”
Pat slowed his gait. He dug his fingernail into the deck of his skateboard. “Well, I mean, with you out of gym and all . . . you have more free time, right?”
“I have . . . time.”
“Well, I thought maybe you and me . . . I was thinking we could do more things together. You know? Like . . . together.”
Monica stopped, faced Pat. There was something catching at the back of her throat; she could see it was the same for him. He was looking back at her, smiling, an intense passion behind his eyes, newly-erupted hormones desperately instructing him to do the things a fourteen-year-old boy had to do. She knew he’d been harboring a crush for at least the last two years, and that he’d been waiting patiently for the defining moment in which to spring The Question—and now that it had been sprung, she found herself less-than-prepared. It was scary, the thought of having a boyfriend, of being a girlfriend. She knew Pat would treat her right, knew that he would be a devoted crush, a memorable first time, a faithful lover . . . perhaps even a husband, if they stuck it out—but is this what I want? Is this how it’s to turn out? A steady, certain progression from best buddy to fuck buddy to my baby’s daddy? Street corner acrobat and conspiracy theorist sticking it out here in little ol’ Sussex till death do we part?
Pat was waiting. Monica reached out and squeezed his hand, leaned over and kissed him quickly on the lips. Just to see. Without a word, he leaned forward so that their foreheads were touching. She could smell mint chewing gum on his breath, wind and sun in his hair, some sporty deodorant on his skin as wordlessly he asked her for another kiss, tilted his head—
—she pulled away. “Pat.”
“Sorry, Monica—”
“No, it’s not you. It’s . . . it’s just . . .” She fell silent. It’s just that if I accept you, then I accept my life as a commonplace citizen. I don’t know if I’m ready to do that—oh lord, listen to me. As if I’m fucking royalty. As if there’s the slightest chance I’ll ever have to blow off a date because of gym practice. “I need to think a few things over. I hope you understand.”
Pat cleared his throat, nodded, smiled. “Hey, no questions asked.”
Monica smiled, too, and started walking again. When they reached Deborah’s house she thanked Pat for walking her home. She stood in the yard and watched as he rode his skateboard down the street, out of sight.
She wondered how long it would take for her heart to stop hammering in her chest.
Dear Diary,
This is supposed to be my first entry, but somehow it doesn’t feel like anything more than a rough draft of a rough draft. I’ve never been a writer. However, my counselor thinks it’s good for me to keep a journal. She’s convinced my parents that it’s an outlet, and everyone knows a misfit such as myself needs an outlet. For what, I don’t know. Everyone seems to think I’m holding something back because I’ve kept up with my training, or because I’m not cutifying myself like girls my age should. They think I’m unladylike. My mom keeps bringing around these flowery skirts and blouses—she thinks part of my problem is the pants and sweatshirts I’m always wearing. “You’re not running to and from practice anymore,” she always tells me. “You can dress nicely now.” Ugh.
It’s Halloween today. October has really flown by, considering the circumstances. Pat has made his intentions clear. I guess I’ve known all along that he’s had a crush on me, but now it’s really obvious. I feel so sorry for him. I get the feeling he’s never hit on any other girl because he’s been holding out for the day I say “yes.” In a way I’m flattered. Most boys are crude, making fun of my size or cracking the usual dirty sex jokes involving a gymnast’s flexibility in bed. Pat’s crude, too, but in another way. He’s never said anything derogatory towards me. He actually treats me very well. And yet it’s hard to think of him as more than a brother. I’m curious, I suppose, about going steady with a guy, but . . . I don’t know. I don’t know about anything right now. I can’t believe I wrote all this. It’s Halloween and I’m sitting here writing. This is stupid. This isn’t even a real diary, it’s a free program my dad found online. Paper’s too expensive. So much for posterity.
Monica shut off her notebook, set it beside her bed. She still had homework to finish, but it was hard to find the inspiration, and so she remained sitting with her back against the wall, her legs drawn up against her chest—as if she were huddling for warmth despite the billiards room’s liberal thermostat setting. It was like that last night in the old house, the old room, feeling like it was the eve of something incredible, except now it was teenage worries, the intricacies of friendship . . . how to deal with a boy whose crush threatened to seal her fate.
A knock at the doorway, the familiar smell of Sharon’s perfume. “Monica? Are you proper?”
“Yeah,” replied Monica.
Sharon stepped into the room. “Your father’s going to be late tonight. I took the liberty of picking up dinner. Chinese food. It’s on the table.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“You’d better not wait until Chris has had his way with the fried rice—”
“I’m finishing my homework.” Monica picked up her notebook, switching it on again.
Sharon sighed, turned and left; her voice wafted in from the other room. “Well, if you feel like coming out of your cave in a little while, I’d appreciate your taking Chris out for trick-or-treat—”
“Mom.”
“—you know how he’s had his heart set on chocolate since August. Twenty minutes should do it, up and down the street—it’ll spare everyone’s nerves not to have him whining about missed opportunity afterward. I’d go, but I have a stack of papers to grade, and laundry to do, and a million other things . . . .”
Ugh, she’s rambling. “Fine. I’ll be out in a bit.”
Paper bags rustling; Chris saying something about a missing fork as he tore into his meal; the videobox being turned on—normally the background noise didn’t bother Monica, but now it was excruciating, a probably-isn’t-but-surely-might-be subtle hint that as the Big Sister of the family she was expected to graciously yield to the confectionery needs of her kid brother. After a few minutes’ spoiled concentration, she set down her notebook and went out into the main room, filched an egg roll from the tray. “All right, let’s get this over with so that I can finish my homework and possibly pass the ninth grade.”
“Monica,” said Sharon, “a little enthusiasm, please.”
“I said I’d take him.”
“Well, you don’t have to act like it’s the biggest chore in the world.”
“I’m not acting.”
Sharon disregarded her, instead nodding at Chris. “Are you ready to become a tiger?”
“You bet!” Chris shouted.
“Wipe your mouth, sweetie.”
Up in the bathroom, the transition from boy to animal was initiated, Sharon doing makeup, Monica doing wardrobe, and Chris rehearsing his growls.
“You’re not dressing up this year?” he asked as Sharon applied whiskers to his cheek.
Monica, working with needle and thread to attach Chris’ tail to his backside, said, “Nope.”
“Why not?”
“Because trick-or-treating is for little kids.”
Chris pondered this, allowing Sharon to continue applying makeup a moment longer before raising his hands and pushing her away. “Then I won’t wear a costume either.”
“Chris—” began Sharon, wrestling with him.
“I’m not a little kid!”
“Christopher Michael Sardinia!”
Monica dodged out of the way as Chris really started squirming. “Watch it! You’re going to get a needle in your ass!”
The battle between mother and son reached a crescendo. When it became evident her efforts would do nothing more than make an even bigger mess of things, Sharon backed off, dropped her sponge onto the counter top, and glared at Monica. “Happy?”
“Don’t blame me,” said Monica, rising to her feet, severed tail in hand. “He’s the one who won’t stand still.”
Sharon folded her arms. “You’re his older sister, and, apparently, his latest idol since taking up chronic apathy.”
You say that like I’m a rebel or something, Monica thought. Like you want me to rebel. “Can we call a peace treaty?”
Sharon spread her hands, waited.
Squatting before Chris, Monica asked, “You’re not going to dress up?”
Chris shook his head.
“Then how will you get your candy?”
He looked thoughtful. “How are you going to get your candy?”
Monica straightened, folding her arms and tapping her sneakered foot against the floor. “You know I don’t eat candy.”
“But you’re not a gymnast anymore. You can eat whatever you want.”
“I’m still a gymnast. I just don’t have anywhere to practice.” Monica set the tiger’s tail on the counter top. “I’ll be out front. Let me know if and when you’re ready.” She left the bathroom.
That’ll earn me another session with the counselor, she thought, descending the staircase and breezing out the front door. She waited in the yard, patient, impatient, wishing for something, for nothing.
It was a good ten minutes before Chris, his costume fully assembled, presented himself to her on the front step. His tiger’s tail hung limply on the doormat.
“Mom says for me to apologize,” he said.
Monica wiped away a few lingering tears. “That’s okay.”
“Will you still take me trick-or-treating?”
“Sure.”
Chris beamed, growled accordingly.
Sharon caught them as they left the yard. “See you in a bit!” she called, waving, putting on a smile, as if everything were hunky-dory.
Monica started down the street, Chris bounding along ahead, his sweet tooth leading him on. There were other kids as well, ghouls, ghosts, goblins, superheroes, and devils—all wandering about the neighborhood with a taste for sugary morsels. The bounty wasn’t all that impressive, though. A good majority of the neighbors didn’t even have their front lights on, and those who did were stingy with the treats—evidence of tightened budgets, higher chocolate prices, wilted demeanors to match the cracked sidewalks and potholed streets. Up against the horizon, the old water tower, bruised and battered, stood like a dead sentry in the burgundy dregs of sunset.
“You look rather thoughtful,” said Esther, a twenty-something housewife who’d come to stand beside Monica as she watched her son, dressed as a cowboy, run up the neighbor’s walk.
“Just thinking about things,” said Monica, an image of Pat briefly surfacing.
Esther nodded. “Aren’t we all. Your mom and I bumped into each other a few days ago. She tells me you’re back in public school.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s good. I hope it’s going well for you.”
“Oh, I have friends there,” Monica said, and shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.”
“But it’s still school.” Esther chuckled. “I’m sure you’d rather be anywhere else Monday to Friday, eight to three. Back at your gym, perhaps.”
Monica smiled, wished Chris would hurry up so she could move on down the street. “It’s not that bad. Really. I have a makeshift training room at home.”
“But it’s not the same as being on a team, is it?”
“No, it isn’t.”
“Ugh. Isn’t it just typical these days?” Esther wrung her hands. “Everything’s so topsy-turvy—all we can do is putter around in our respective niches! Work and home, school and home. Shit, my husband has little Keith all riled up over making the Pee Wee football team, but I’m like, ‘Where’s the money going to come from, hon?’ We’ve got six credit accounts, and four of them are maxed out. Plus, he wants me to be the one to run Keith back and forth between practice and all that. I told him, ‘Look, darling, I can cook and clean all day, or I can play Soccer Mom, but not both.’”
Monica listened as Esther went on and on, the proverbial small-town housewife, stringy hair, slightly starved look, never enough money.
A premonition? Monica wondered, and was immensely relieved when Chris finally returned, attached himself to her side and announced he was set for the night. He picked through his sack of goodies as she said goodbye to Esther and led him back in the direction of home. She was considering what to do with herself for the rest of the evening when she looked up—and stopped in her tracks.
There was a marked vehicle parked in front of Deborah’s house.
Chris, caught off-guard, bumped into her face-first. He tried unceremoniously to wipe a smidgen of his facial makeup from her sweatshirt. “Why’d you stop, Monica?”
“I don’t know,” she responded, a dozen different possibilities running through her head as she willed herself into motion once again, up the street, up the front walk, into the house.
She found them in the dining room, Deborah, her parents, and two trick-or-treaters dressed as military officers. They were gathered around the table and conversing intently. When they spotted her in the doorway, the military men fixed her with a pair of appraising stares.
“Monica, dear,” Sharon said, smiling broadly. “Come, sit with us—there’s news from the NPAA.”
Monica took a seat at the table; she held her breath as Deborah, excusing herself, hustled Chris upstairs for his nightly shower.
Sharon introduced the newcomers: “This is Mr. Dunckel and Mr. Godin. Gentlemen, my daughter, Monica.”
Each of the men shook Monica’s hand in turn. Both sported spotless uniforms and even buzz-cuts.
Dunckel jumped to the heart of the matter: “Ms. Sardinia, in light of recent events involving the girls’ Patriot team losing four of its best athletes, the NPAA has decided to revamp its entire elite program in time for the forthcoming Olympic year. This entails many changes, one of which is the appointment of Darren Hades as head coach of the girls’ gymnastics team.”
Monica’s eyes widened. With the exception of the Alabama Massacre, she’d been avoiding the news, and so hadn’t kept up with NPAA affairs—but she did know who Darren Hades was. Most gymnasts were gymnasts because of his lore, his performance on Heroes’ Day, 2084, where he’d become the sixth person in Olympic history to earn flawless scores on parallel bars and floor.
“Mr. Hades has decided,” said Godin, “that the new girls’ program will best be served by a small, highly-specialized team of six young women fast-tracked for Heroes’ Day. As such, it is our duty and honor to inform you that you’ve been hand-picked to serve as team captain.”
Godin’s words rang out loud and clear, and Monica’s brain processed their meaning—still, she couldn’t believe what she was hearing, couldn’t believe that her parents hadn’t somehow hired the men sitting across from her to sneak over while she was out with Chris—a twisted Halloween prank. She cleared her throat, glanced at Sharon, who was absolutely beaming, about to burst.
“There’s paperwork involved,” Dunckel continued, “and you’ll be required to live and work aboard Olympus Station for a one-year term. Living arrangements and boarding fees will be taken care of, should you accept, and your time with us counts as your obligatory military service.”
Silence was inevitable. Monica looked from Dunckel to Godin to Sharon to Mike, found herself completely stopped up, unable to smile or nod or give the slightest acknowledgment. Hope and reason were duking it out, trying to help her decide between fucked-up Halloween gag and genuine, storybook-style windfall.
“You’ll have to forgive her,” said Sharon. “She’s spent the last two months reintegrating as a commoner. It’s been stressful for us all, to say the least, what with the move and all—but she never lost her competitive spirit. She’s even kept up with her training. She’s been waiting for this day, and now it’s come!”
Godin produced an information packet, with forms to be looked over, signed, and submitted no later than five o’clock the following day.
“We’ll need some time to discuss this,” Mike said, grasping Monica’s hand. “But rest assured, you’ll have your answer by tomorrow.”
Monica nodded, a surge of excitement at last cracking the bewilderment. She’d been dreaming of becoming a Patriot since first enrolling at KG—but she hadn’t expected the reality to be so anticlimactic, to have what she wanted most after half a lifetime of steady rejection, after two solid months of trying to wean herself from every naive hope she’d ever had. No way, she thought to herself. No way . . . no way this is real. And yet there it was: papers on the table, an offer waiting to be accepted.
No fucking way.
Mike and Sharon shook hands with the recruiters, made some last-minute smalltalk before showing them out. Then, for a good while, the Sardinias merely stood on the front step hugging each other, laughing, whooping—completely mad.
“Pat.”
The video messenger window came to life as Pat oriented his web cam, framed himself somewhat sideways. “Yeah?”
“It’s me, Monica.”
“I can see that,” Pat yawned, rubbing his eyes, scratching his head (it looked like he’d been gaming all evening). “What’s on your mind?”
So many things! “I’ve been up all night with my parents. The paperwork’s not finished, and I’m not even sure if I’m supposed to be telling this to anyone, but I just have to get it off my chest because I feel like I’m going to explode—”
“You’re babbling, toots.”
“I know!” Monica laughed, swallowed. “Oh, Pat—I’ve turned Patriot. I’m going to Olympus!”
Pat gawked, caught somewhere between distrust and genuine curiosity. “I thought you weren’t competing anymore.”
“I’m not. A couple of NPAA officers literally came to my door and asked if I wanted to join the Patriot team.”
“Are you sure they weren’t con artists? Did they ask to use the bathroom?”
“They were genuine, Pat. I mean, we’re still going to contact the NPAA office directly first thing tomorrow morning, just to confirm, but it’s the real deal. I’m still in shock.”
A wary grin spread across Pat’s face. He looked off-camera for a moment. “I don’t believe you. I’m at the NPAA Web site right now and you’re still listed as a retired junior.”
“Well, duh! We still have to turn in the paperwork.”
“Got any proof?”
“I didn’t exactly pose for pictures with the recruiters.”
“Okay,” said Pat. “A test, then. Look me in the eye and tell me, ‘Patrick, I am a Patriot athlete.’”
Monica leaned forward, framed herself dead-center. “Patrick, I am a Patriot athlete.”
“Now say, ‘Patrick, I want you.’”
“Dream on.”
“Seriously, be scientific about this, Monica. I need a control statement. Say, ‘Patrick, I want you.’”
“Fine. Patrick, I want you. Satisfied?”
“Good. Now say, ‘Patrick, I am a Patriot athlete’ once more.”
Monica gritted her teeth, scowling. “Patrick, I am a Patriot athlete.”
Pat narrowed his eyes, stroked his chin. “Hmm. Very interesting. Both statements seem to be genuine—”
Monica gave him a look.
“—however, as your right eye didn’t twitch during your Patriot statement, I’m guessing you’re telling the truth as you know it.”
“Gee, thanks. That wasn’t humiliating or anything.”
Leaning back, Pat folded his arms behind his head. “Don’t mention it—but hey, now that we’ve established the facts, does this mean your picture is going to be on cereal boxes and McDonald’s cups?”
“Well,” said Monica, “I’m going to be on the national team, but that just means I have a chance at competing during the Heroes’ Day events. It all depends on scores, how well I do during training—by the way, my coach is going to be Darren Hades.”
“Darren who?”
“Darren Hades. He was the gymnast who got perfect marks on Heroes’ Day, 2084.”
“Oh, him. I read his bio in history class. Wow, he’s still around?”
“Yeah, dork,” said Monica. “He was only twelve years old.”
“Oh, right,” said Pat. “I forget that all you Olympic types start your careers when you’re still in diapers.”
“You know the saying: train hard or go home.”
“I thought it was ‘fall hard, die young.’”
Monica yawned, stretched. “The longer you go without sleep, the more sarcastic you get. Did you know that?”
“Do you like me this way, Chalky Cheeks?”
“Chalky Cheeks?”
Pat was looking off-screen again. “Yeah, you know, when the girls get prints on their butt cheeks—dude, this NPAA site has a great photo gallery. The wedgie shots alone are worth—”
“I’m going to sleep, you pervert,” Monica said, reaching for the escape key. “Goodnight, Pat.”
“Monica.”
“What?”
“Congratulations on turning Patriot.”
Monica smiled. “Thanks, Pat. That means a lot to me.”
“And thanks for letting me be your first—with the news, I mean.”
“Ugh!” snorted Monica, the double entendre sinking in after a moment. “Goodnight!”
Pat laughed, waved goodbye as he signed off.
* * *
It was half past midnight when Monica, slipping upstairs for a drink of water, found her mother sitting at the kitchen table.
“Can’t sleep?” she asked.
Sharon sighed. “Just going over the fine print.”
Monica took ice cubes from the freezer, dropped them into an eight-ounce glass, filled the glass with water from the tank. She sat at the table and offered a sip to Sharon, who politely declined.
“They’re really thorough, aren’t they?” Sharon murmured as she leaned back in her chair and rested her eyes a moment. “We’ll have to sign you over to your new coaches for the year. Legal guardianship and all.”
Monica sipped her ice water. “They’ll just be my space parents—you and dad will always be my Earth parents.”
Sharon chuckled, leaned forward again and shuffled some papers about. “Did you read the part about the bodyguard thing?”
“Yes,” said Monica with a nod. “It’s only natural that there’ll be increased security aboard a space station.”
“I don’t know if I like that.”
“I’ll probably be safer than I was during that conference in Los Angeles. Do you remember the motel story where that guy with the camera kept bugging us at the swimming pool, and how he even tried to follow Amy into the restroom?”
“Oh, lord, yes,” said Sharon. “Thank God Greg was looking after you girls!”
Monica giggled. “Yeah—he sure put that weirdo in his place.”
“With a black eye, to boot!”
The two of them shared a moment of mutual laughter. Then Sharon got serious again:
“Really, though. Think about what it’s like to live in space. All those people up there and nowhere to go if things get out of hand.”
“I’ve thought about it,” Monica said. (She’d read over every piece of information in the NPAA packet, the rules, regulations, and security protocols, and none of it outweighed the basic, obvious truth that even if she did have reservations about going to Olympus, she would never get an opportunity like this again.) “Is it really any different than living on a small continent?”
“Olympus is big, but it’s no continent. In the event of an emergency, you can’t just grab an inflatable raft and be on your merry way.” Sharon looked Monica in the eye. “Then there’s the time frame. A whole year away from home, two strangers looking after you, bodyguards following you wherever you go. You’ll be spending Christmas away from your family. I know we were excited about this in the heat of the moment, but we have to consider these things.”
“I know,” Monica said, and took another sip of water, set her glass down and folded her hands together. Her contemplative half wished for a month to make the right decision; her competitive half was dying for morning to come so that they could turn the paperwork in, get the ball rolling. “I want this. You know I’ve wanted this ever since I mastered my first back handspring. I have to go, mom. I have to give it my best shot, for you and dad and Chris, for the Keenes and for my training partners and my community.”
Sharon smiled. She had that “I know my daughter” look in her eyes as she pushed her seat back and gestured for Monica to give her a hug. Then: “Come. It’s late. Let’s get you a good night’s rest before we sign you over to America.”
Arm in arm, mother and daughter left the kitchen, flicking off the light as they went.
The NPAA liked to handle its affairs in an efficient manner. Monica had three days to pack her bags and say her goodbyes—it wasn’t nearly enough time. However, amidst a myriad of preparations, including being interviewed, getting a physical examination, and having her ID tag updated, she made a point of demanding a ride to Keene’s Gymnastics so she could deliver the news of her departure in person.
It was late afternoon. Sharon waited on the periphery as Monica strode into the training room and caught the girls’ attention. Everyone gathered around her as she gushed about being drafted—and by Darren Hades himself, no less! The younger girls covered their mouths and went wide-eyed; Sarah and Amy hugged her, cried tears of joy. The Keenes . . . their responses were surprisingly lukewarm. They paced off to the side, happy to see her, she assumed, but more eager to get on with their training session. Donna congratulated her briefly, and then clapped for everyone to get back on task.
Greg, smiling and waving at Sharon, motioned Monica into his office.
“Is she having ‘one of those days?’” Monica asked, leaning against the wall as Greg closed the door.
He ran a hand along the top of his head. “You know Donna. She’s never been big on emotional displays.”
“You don’t seem entirely thrilled either.”
“Oh, I’m happy for you—and of course I’m thrilled! I was chattering like a schoolgirl when the NPAA called me for an interview. My little Monica is going to Olympus!”
“Still, there’s something you want to say, right?”
Greg sighed. “I suppose the news of your leaving is merely anti-climactic.”
“Well, sure it is,” said Monica, “but isn’t this the goal? Besides the fact that it gets you state funding, you run an elite program so that your athletes will have the skills necessary to compete at the national level—the international level. Olympus. Heroes’ Day.” She frowned. “Why do I get the feeling you’d rather I stay here in Franklin?”
Greg knelt, held Monica’s face between his hands. “What is Heroes’ Day about?”
“The gathering of Earth’s Patriot nations in celebration of the competitive spirit—”
“No, no. That’s the program guide definition. What does Heroes’ Day mean?”
Monica faltered, shrugged. “You mean Patriot Grant stuff? Allocation of resources and all that?”
Letting her go, Greg moved over to the window and gazed out into the parking lot. “Most young people don’t have the sense to ask a question like that in the classroom. They don’t know any better. To today’s youth it’s just a game. Too many of us, and too little to go around. So we compete—we fight—for our factories and pastures, our reservoirs and feedstocks, the booty going to the biggest bully on the block. Just a few decades ago it was men and women in fatigues crawling along muddy trenches. Now it’s twelve-year-old boys and girls, in the gym, in the swimming pool, out on the football field.”
“There’s nothing wrong with the Patriot System,” said Monica. “It’s not about who can take what by force anymore, it’s about who can earn their global rank.”
Greg sighed, hours of philosophical debate welling behind his eyes as he faced Monica again. “Why do you think I limit myself to three junior elites a season? Why do you think Keene’s Gymnastics is still a small-time club despite the fact that a dozen or so of our girls have turned Patriot in about as many seasons?”
“I always thought it was because you couldn’t afford a bigger gym.”
Greg glared at her. “It changes, Monica. In here, it’s for the sport, it’s for your family and your community. Out there, it’s for your country. Suddenly people you don’t know will heap their expectations upon you. They’ll want to watch you on TV and in person and have you sign your photographs. They’ll want to know everything about you, stats, favorites, musical tastes, personal beliefs. They’ll expect the world from you.”
Monica folded her arms, trying to glean the meaning from Greg’s words. She thought of her dinky little burg, the rusted fences and cracked pavement and overgrown lawns; she couldn’t understand why Greg was balking at her becoming a Patriot. Certainly he didn’t seem this down-tempo whenever his other girls made the cut. “I’m a lieutenant in the United States Army now. I have a chance at making things better for my family and my country. I can handle the fanfare.”
Greg smiled wanly. “Remember what I told you the night of our last barbecue?”
“What’s that?”
“You’re a talented athlete, and a terrific mentor. We didn’t call you ‘Big Sister’ just for the sake of giving you a title. You always made a difference here, you always helped things run smoothly. You should know that when I retire, I can easily see myself turning the gym over to you. Donna agrees with me.”
Monica raised her eyebrows.
“How about it? You want to be a coach one day, kiddo? Run your own club?”
“I . . . I don’t know what to say.” The idea hadn’t crossed her mind; she’d been focusing on so many other things during the last two months—namely survival in the suburbs. “I’d have to think it over.”
“Well, you’d be good at it.” Greg crossed the office, heading for the door. “Oh, but don’t you listen to me, now. I have my own crotchety ideas about the sport, but this is your time. You’ve earned it.” As he passed Monica, he leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “Promise you’ll write to us while you’re up there dancing amongst the stars.”
“I promise,” Monica said, and stepped out of the way as Greg left the office, resumed his work with Donna and the girls.
“What was that about?” Sharon asked as they returned to the car.
“Bad day,” Monica replied, climbing into the passenger seat and buckling herself in.
“That poor man. He always looks several hours short of a good night’s sleep. At least your training partners seemed to be in good spirits.”
“Oh, you know Greg. He’s got his no-nonsense way of looking at things. That’s why we picked him in the first place.”
“I thought we picked him because of the family discount,” said Sharon, jokingly.
“You mean to tell me my elite career was the result of a bargain buy?”
Sharon started the car. “It’s paid off, hasn’t it?”
“That’s the Patriot spirit, mom.” Monica laughed and turned on the radio, tapped her fingers on the dashboard and hummed along to a somewhat familiar pop tune. In the back of her mind a strangely emotive feeling surfaced, if only for a moment, as they pulled out of the KG lot and onto the road. She told herself it was no different, the nostalgia, from what she’d been feeling last week, before her recruitment. Still, she was missing her friends already, albeit now for more prestigious reasons.
It was a pleasant surprise to find Pat grinding the curb in front of Deborah’s house.
“Hi, Monica,” he said, gathering his skateboard under his arm and strolling alongside the car as Sharon parked. “Hi, Mrs. Sardinia.”
“Hello, Patrick.”
Monica got out, waited with Pat beside the driveway until Sharon, nodding and smiling smugly, went inside the house.
“Running some last-minute errands?” asked Pat once they were alone.
“Yeah,” replied Monica. “What’s up with you?”
“I had to see you off, of course. Or were you planning on sneaking away to Olympus without giving your Big Brother a big hug?”
Monica responded with a polite embrace.
“I also wanted to give you this,” said Pat. Letting her go, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of woven bracelets.
“You sentimental fool,” Monica said, accepting hers and noticing that her name had been stitched into the fabric. “I didn’t know you could sew.”
“I can’t. I used the nanofibre machine at the mall—I hope that doesn’t disqualify me.”
“I’ll let it pass,” Monica laughed. She fastened the bracelet around her wrist; the letters (or, rather, the color of the fabric) rearranged themselves and began scrolling out a message, ticker-style: I FIT! NOW YOU’LL NEVER BE RID OF ME! MUAHAHA!
“I programmed in a couple phrases,” said Pat. “Nothing special, but maybe if you’re having a bad day you’ll get a laugh or two.”
“It’s nice,” said Monica. “Thanks.”
Pat nodded, turned and looked down the street. “It’ll be a year the next time we stand here like this—or wherever it is your folks get settled in.”
“I’m sure the time will fly by.”
“It’ll be different. You’ll be fourteen, I’ll be fifteen. Can you believe it? Halfway to thirty!”
“This year’s felt more like six months—and next year will probably be more like four.”
Pat started tapping the heel of his foot against the ground. “My dad’s going to have me work at the shop next year. Earn some of my own cash fixing cars and doing paint jobs. I guess it’s kind of cool to be part of the family business. Something to fall back on.”
Stepping beside him, Monica gazed down the street as well. It may have been presumptuous on her part, but she had the feeling Pat was, on some subconscious level, trying to justify his own progress—still a commonplace citizen, but advancing enough in his own circle so that he wouldn’t fall off her radar once she’d been living as a Patriot elite for a few months. Hoping that maybe when I come back after my term we can pick up where we left off . . . hoping that maybe I’ll be ready for him then.
She reached out and grasped his hand, felt his warmth. “Thanks for coming, Pat.”
“No prob, sis.”
Her final night before leaving for Olympus, Monica got absolutely no sleep. Most of it was pre-meet jitters, anticipation accumulated during three days’ worth of frenzied preparations for the transition back into competitive athletics—and in quite the unorthodox fashion, too, as she was skipping right over her obligatory term at the National Training Center to spend an entire year aboard Olympus (most Patriots only trained aboard the station for two to three weeks prior to the Heroes’ Day festivities). And she was doing it without her teammates, without her club coach.
There was also the matter of Greg’s office speech. His reaction to her turning Patriot was quite perplexing, and hadn’t been at all what she’d expected—he hadn’t been the same coach she’d grown up with, shouting and jumping up and down ecstatically whenever she nailed a conference routine.
But, she told herself between tossing and turning, he’s entitled to his opinions. He’s only looking out for my best interests.
When dawn finally came, she shut off her alarm clock and slipped from her bed, moving quietly through the darkness, checking her bags, snagging one last mental freeze-frame of her little weight machine nook, humble as it was, to take with her once the sun was up and the day began.
A knock at the doorway.
She threw on her robe, found her mother waiting by the threshold. It was obvious she hadn’t slept, either.
“Six o’clock,” Sharon said, yawning, smiling. “Better get dibs on the bathroom before the guys do.”
Monica padded upstairs. In the bathroom, she went through her usual grooming routine in a daze. The morning seemed to unfold around her of its own accord.
Breakfast was quiet, surreal. The only one who did any real talking was Chris. Monica, Mike, and Sharon merely exchanged anxious glances, the unspoken question lingering on their minds: Is this real and not just a dream?
At seven o’clock, the NPAA shuttle pulled up out front. Monica stood on the front step and endured a barrage of hugs and kisses from her parents, from Deborah as Dunckel and Godin stored her luggage away.
“Make us proud,” said Mike.
“Bring America the gold,” said Sharon.
“Oh, sweetie,” sobbed Deborah. “How I’m going to miss you!”
Chris, the last to offer his goodbyes, wrapped his arms around Monica and said, “When it’s time for the floor exercise, I want you to do that break dancing trick where you flare!”
Everyone laughed. Then it was time to go. Monica strode down the walk and got into the shuttle. She situated herself in the passenger seat, fastening the harness as per Dunckel’s instructions (riding in such a vehicle was a new experience for her, as only military and various government officials were allowed to operate personal-sized craft—civilians were, for all intensive purposes, grounded). The shuttle rose into the air, Monica’s family watching and waving below. In a moment, they were tiny specks lost between the patchwork rooftops.
“We’ll reach the Milwaukee Skyport in about ten minutes,” explained Dunckel, aligning the shuttle with the nearest skyway. “There’ll be a modest wait, and then it’s on to Olympus Station.”
Godin glanced over his shoulder. “Ever ridden the skyways before?”
Monica shook her head, unable to reply, for the back of her throat had tightened up, and her palms had become sweaty—one of her latent fears had decided to rear its ugly head at a most inconvenient time.
“Ms. Sardinia?”
Clutching the seat with her hands, Monica closed her eyes and quietly asked, “Could we close the windows, please?”
“What’s wrong, Monica?” There was concern in Godin’s voice.
“I . . . I don’t like flying.”
“Ah, first time on a personal shuttle?”
Of course, Monica had flown on commercial airliners many times before, to and from various national conferences, but even then, at a mere 35,000 feet, she’d spent all her preflight time negotiating for the seat farthest from the window. “Yeah.”
“Jay,” Godin said. “Dim the windows, please.”
Opening one of her eyes a crack, Monica saw the windows (all but Dunckel’s, as he was driving) go opaque.
“Better?” asked Godin.
“Better,” said Monica.
Godin chuckled. “I never heard of a gymnast who’s afraid of heights.”
“I’m not afraid of heights—and I’m not afraid of flying. I’m afraid of crashing.”
Dunckel burst out laughing. “Well put.”
“All right, then, Ms. Sardinia,” said Godin, facing forward in his seat. “We fly to the skyport with windows dimmed.”
* * *
By God’s grace, the shuttle made it to the skyport without a hiccup, and Monica was delivered to the proper terminal to await delivery to Olympus. The skyport was much like a terrestrial airport, except here it was mostly military and industry folk eating at the restaurants, browsing the gift shops. A good many people were in uniform.
Godin took the liberty of buying Monica a soda; then he showed her around, explained how the skyport was kept afloat by a fleet of turbines that ran day and night. The windows offered a splendid angel’s-eye view of the Earth below (which, funnily enough, didn’t seem to bother Monica as it had during the shuttle ride).
“You’ll probably want to avoid the viewports aboard Olympus, though,” Godin said. “The station rotates somewhat rapidly. You don’t notice it when you’re going about your daily routine, but it can be dizzying looking out the windows—even the best of us can get motion sickness if we’re not careful.”
When it came time to board the shuttle to Olympus, Godin and Dunckel sat with Monica, each in turn offering their assurance that the ride would be brief and uneventful. Thankfully, this time around, there were no windows. Otherwise, the interior of the shuttle resembled the cabin of a very neat commercial airliner, with video screens embedded in the seat backs. All luggage and personal items were stored in a separate compartment.
“Because,” Godin explained, winking, “we’ll be weightless for a short while.”
Monica smiled, swallowed—wondered what she’d gotten herself into. Checking and double-checking her harness, she set herself to watching a random sitcom for the duration of the flight, and only took her eyes off the screen after Godin had informed her that the ship was docked, and all was well.
Olympus, Monica knew from her planetside studies, was a torus-type station arranged around a central docking hub. Long spokes connected the hub to the torus itself, where the station’s 10,000 officers lived and worked. Gravity was provided via centrifugal force, sunlight via an intricate mirror system. Interior real estate was arranged into “belts”, which were further divided into “stripes” dedicated to military, scientific, business, industrial, and recreational endeavors. During Heroes’ Day festivities, the promenade belt (landscaped to resemble a sprawling valley freeze-framed in eternal springtime) often took on upwards of 80,000 additional guests.
However, as impressive as its architectural specifications were, Olympus wasn’t perfect. In the exterior photographs and video footage the station was a jewel suspended in the sky, a starlight Olympic dream twinkling in the night. On the inside . . . well, most space stations still in commission after twenty years were vulnerable to wear and tear, and Olympus, grand as it was, was not immune to the passage of time.
Not that there was an opportunity to stand around and pick at scabs, as Sharon liked to say. As soon as Monica’s shuttle docked, she and the other passengers were directed to a screening area, where a team of armed security officers patted her down, waved their wands over her front and back, head to toe. Once cleared, she was handed her backpack and duffel bag and was allowed to ride one of the golf cart-looking transports into the station’s outer ring. Dunckel and Godin hastily directed her through a series of interconnecting corridors, all smooth, almost glossy floors and ceilings, and faux-stone walls with niches bearing mythological reliefs or sprays of suspiciously healthy ferns. Everything was impeccably clean, but there was evidence of strain. Loose wiring hung in certain places, bulkhead panels were often missing, and the air was several degrees too chilly.
At the entrance to a wide, low-ceilinged corridor with doors lined up on either side (personal quarters, Monica assumed), her escorts bid her farewell and turned her over to a tall, hulking black man who introduced himself as Lieutenant Tompkins.
“I’m the security coordinator for this stripe,” he said, shaking her hand and leading her down the corridor. “You’ll have to excuse the informality of your arrival—usually they have a welcome committee for the teams, but as you probably know, there have been some changes made recently, many of which involve my serving as bellboy and/or doorman.”
Monica smiled.
“Anyhow, this is your home stripe. Here you’ll find your quarters, bathroom facilities, and a commons room. Your coach will explain the particulars—ah, here we go.” Tompkins slowed as he approached one of the cabin doors—in front of which stood a chic-looking woman holding a notebook computer and a camera.
Linda Baimbridge.
“Here she is!” Linda squealed, coming to life as if on cue. “My proud little team captain—look at those darling locks!” She darted forward, stooping slightly so that she could feather Monica’s hair. “This is going to look so nice once it grows out. Oh, aren’t you the most adorable little thing!”
Monica had been briefed about Linda, her team’s publicist, ahead of time, and so wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with the woman—though she was ill-prepared for the sheer amount of personality coming at her full-force. Five-foot-five, mid-to-late thirties, still able to fit nicely into denim jacket, halter top, and stretch pants, Linda’s social abundance left Monica speechless as her hand was pumped, her picture taken, her cheek pinched.
“Welcome aboard,” Tompkins said, once Linda had finished her preliminaries. He waved the cabin door open and did his best to hide a smirk as he ushered Monica inside.
Three of her teammates (who’d evidently arrived only moments before) were in the process of unpacking their things. There was Lisa Trotter, a blue-eyed brunette; Kristen O’Brien, freckle-faced and red-haired; Alana Chang, tiny, elf-like, probably asked several times a day to confirm her age and Patriot eligibility. Their wrangler: Coach Tracie, fortyish, brusque, to-the-point—to be addressed as “Coach Tracie” at all times. She shook Monica’s hand and instructed her to get situated while she conversed with Linda and Tompkins out in the corridor.
“She’s always like that, from what I can tell,” explained Lisa, once the door closed. “They say working with Darren Hades will do that to you.”
“Are you talking about Coach Tracie or Ms. Baimbridge?” asked Kristen.
Lisa giggled. “Maybe both, now that I think about it.”
“Where is Coach Hades?” Monica asked.
“Probably hiding in the training room,” said Lisa. “I think he did a single planetside interview before flying up here for his one-year term.”
“He doesn’t like publicity,” Kristen said.
“How funny,” said Monica. “Have any of you met him yet?”
The girls all shook their heads.
Lisa said, “I researched him on the Internet.”
“He’s cute,” Kristen said. “He doesn’t look like he’s almost thirty.”
Everyone cooed. Even Alana, the quiet one, was caught blushing.
Monica set her bag down, glanced around the room, which was quite Spartan. There were bunks on either side, with cubbies built into the bulkhead beside each bed; a desk with a computer terminal sat centered against the rear wall. “Who goes where?” she asked.
“We all agreed,” said Lisa, “that since you’re team captain, you should be the first to pick which bunk you want.”
Kristen and Alana nodded their heads and waited patiently—and in that moment, Monica realized she really was team captain, the Big Sister to two-thirds of the United States’ precocious Patriot team. There was no way any of her new roommates would be turning twelve before the start of the new season. (In Alana’s case, Monica was certain she wouldn’t be smelling birthday candles for at least another six months.)
She chose the bottom-right bunk.
“Is the rest of the team aboard?” she asked, testing the mattress with her knuckles.
Lisa nodded. “It’s just us, Jackie Davisson, and Britney Lawler. They’re the stars. They share their own room.”
“I’m kind of nervous,” Kristen said. She’d fished a plastic token from her pocket and was preparing to flip to see who got the top-left bunk. “They’ve never put together a Patriot team like this before, forgoing the National Training Center and all. And spending an entire year up here with Jackie and Britney . . . I mean, you see them in the feeds all the time—Jackie’s made the cover of The NPAA Journal three times this year. She’s like a supermodel. Britney, too. International superstars. And you, with your national rank through the roof and all . . . .”
Alana looked like she might be sick.
Christ, thought Monica. The NPAA really has wiped the slate clean—and me, the babysitter. Not one of her new training partners was familiar, either. She might have seen Lisa at the National Convention earlier in the year, but it was doubtful any of the girls had had much national experience prior to their being drafted for service aboard Olympus. They certainly didn’t have any international experience, and from the looks on their faces, they probably hadn’t been away from their hometowns for more than a weekend at a time. Even then, they’d had their club coaches with them.
“Monica?” asked Lisa (she’d gotten bottom bunk, left).
“Yeah?”
“I don’t mean to offend or anything, but . . . you’re so much older than the rest of us. I checked your NPAA profile, and, well, how come you’re—I mean, were—a junior? How come you never joined the Patriot team?”
“Because,” Monica answered, “I was never asked.”
“Never?”
“The NPAA has its method of selection, I guess—but I’m here now. We all are.”
Kristen, top bunk, left, grinned. “Think you’ll make it through the whole year?”
“For the NAU?” Monica left her bunk, walked over to where the other girls were standing. She held out her hand, palm down. “You bet.”
The others took the hint and slapped their hands atop Monica’s. All at once, they cheered, “For America!”
Coach Tracie entered the room. She carried a large bundle in her arms.
“Your station uniforms,” she said, distributing accordingly. “Sizes have been taken from your personal profiles—if something doesn’t fit, let me know and I’ll have Wardrobe adjust it for you.”
Monica unpacked her uniform. It consisted of a one-piece bodysuit, black along the torso and legs, with the standard Olympus star pattern, in gray, across the shoulders and upper arms. There was also a jacket and a pair of rugged-looking boots.
“Country colors are printed across the back of your jacket,” Tracie continued. “Rank insignia can be found on the collar. As specialists aboard Olympus, you’ve been granted lieutenant-Patriot status—don’t abuse the privilege. Your home stripe is NAU-3C. This is room 15. Remember that. Outside these quarters, you are to be in uniform at all times. The exception, of course, is when you’re training with Coach Hades or myself, or when you’re off-duty. We’ll review station policy more thoroughly later. Right now, as the press have set up in the assembly room, I need you all spruced up and in uniform. The bathroom facilities for this stripe are out the door and to your left. Be respectful of our sister nations by not spending an overt amount of time in the shower or in front of the mirror. All extended grooming activities should be performed here, in your quarters. There’s a mirror behind this panel here—” Tracie pressed a button beside the door; a portion of the wall replaced itself with a full-length mirror. “—and a clothing sanitizer built into the bulkhead to my left. Expect the custodian to come by between nine o’clock and noon daily. This normally won’t be of concern, as you’ll be training during those hours. Regardless, make sure all your personal belongings are stored away in your cubbies. The bots can sometimes have trouble telling trinkets from trash. Understood?”
Everyone nodded.
The assembly room was wide and low-ceilinged, with rows of seats sprawling down a mild slope that gave way to the podium area. There, a table wired with an armada of video cameras and microphones had been set up. Each of the girls in Monica’s group was given a name tag and directed to sit quietly until the U.S. team was called for its interview (Tracie, Linda, and a pair of Tompkins’ men stood in the aisle).
Monica moved down the row. Her seat was adjacent to that of the tallest (and likely oldest) of a group of Canadian boys who’d filed in moments before.
“Gymnast?” asked the boy, paying her a friendly nod as she took her seat.
“Yeah,” she replied, and moved to fasten her name tag to the breast of her jacket. When she slipped, and the tag started to fall, the boy reached out and grabbed it, presented it to her with a smile.
“Thanks,” she said, blushing.
“You’re welcome. I’m John. John Matusik.”
“Monica Sardinia.” She shook John’s hand. “Are you new here, too?”
John put on a scowl, though not without humor. “Not as new as you. No, my team has been aboard for almost two weeks. The news media are just getting around to us.”
“Wow,” said Monica. “Isn’t that kind of careless considering the circumstances?”
“Maybe, maybe not. I listen to the coaches talking, and it’s all, ‘If the U.S. gets to train aboard Olympus, so do we!’ It’s a real big entitlement thing, but you never see any stories about it on the news. The media seems to be the last to pick up on these kinds of subtleties.”
“Right?” Monica flitted her tongue. “It’s only Heroes’ Day, after all.”
“One thing is for sure: It’s going to get crowded once every eligible country has its teams training up here.”
“Are you nervous?”
John shrugged. “Yes and no. This is supposed to be an important season for the NAU, so I guess in that respect I’m anxious to do my part—but it’s not going to keep me from sleeping soundly at night. I’m only here because my father owns the gym where I train. I know my stuff, but I wasn’t first choice for the team—last minute injuries in the roster, you know. Whether or not any of us makes it past the pre-season, my father thinks our presence here will look good in the headlines—and who wouldn’t want the attention?”
Monica frowned, unsure if John was being serious or if he was merely satirizing his country’s outlook. “What kind of attitude is that?”
“I’m not making excuses,” John said. “Nor am I setting unreasonable goals. I plan to excel within the boundaries I’ve set for myself.”
“Oh.” Monica thought it an odd way of looking at the sport, setting boundaries instead of goals, but she nodded anyway, and was on the verge of saying something else when one of the adults seated nearby—John’s coach (and father, judging from the striking resemblance)—leaned over and tapped him heavily on the shoulder.
“Face forward, John,” he said.
John did as he was told, but not before rolling his eyes and winking at Monica.
Stifling a giggle, Monica faced forward as well.
The news folk did their thing. After a long while of sitting and listening to half-heard questions and comments involving several of the other nations, Linda guided the U.S. girls from their seats and down the aisle, to the podium.
The interview was a new experience for Monica, as back on Earth, juniors didn’t get press time, nor were their performances recorded beyond small groups of friends and family who brought home video cameras with them to the various conferences. There was makeup to be applied, lighting to be adjusted—and Tracie, quite the bundle of nerves, didn’t let her girls answer a single question without making a fuss.
It started innocently enough: Monica and the rest of the team situated themselves at the table, with Tracie as the centerpiece (Monica and Lisa to her left, Kristen and Alana to her right, and Linda waiting offstage). The first question was from a bespectacled, slick-haired reporter named Dan Goodberg.
“Hello, Monica,” Dan said, smiling in a disarming fashion.
“Hello,” replied Monica, smiling back.
“You’re going to be fourteen in a few months, correct?”
“In April, yes.”
“That makes you the oldest member of the U.S. Patriot team.”
Monica shrugged. “It’s not too much of a big deal. I used to serve as ‘Big Sister’ at my club back home. I know what it’s like to be the old woman.”
Polite laughter reverberated throughout the assembly room.
Another of the reporters stood, introduced herself, and asked, “Monica, how does it feel to be on the Patriot team, and as the team captain, no less?”
Monica said, “Oh, it’s exciting—it’s just about the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to me.”
Another question from Dan (who’d remained standing): “I would think so, what with your meeting Darren Hades and all.”
“Well, actually, I haven’t met him just yet—”
Tracie cleared her throat, cutting Monica off. “Mr. Hades is currently occupied elsewhere.”
“I can see that,” muttered Dan, smirking.
In her peripheral vision, Monica saw Tracie’s demeanor darken a notch or two.
A third reporter stood, stepped slightly forward. Addressing Monica, she asked, “You recently came out of retirement, yes?”
“Yeah,” Monica replied tentatively (Tracie had started to lean forward, and looked like she had something to say, though she kept her silence).
“Do you feel you’re ready to jump back into the sport as a Patriot elite?”
Tracie appropriated the nearest microphone. “Monica has signed a one-year contract, as have all our girls. Mr. Hades and myself are confident she will see her term through.”
The reporter smiled. “I don’t question Monica’s—or any of the other girls’—commitment. I was referring to her physical state.”
Tracie moved to deliver another rebuttal, but not before Monica (hoping to diffuse a potential P.R. bomb) answered, “I’ve never stopped training. I have a small gym at home where I’ve been doing all my conditioning, usually between four and six o’clock, after school.”
Tracie’s expression softened just a little.
Thankfully, the next reporter decided to address one of the other girls—namely Alana (who looked least prepared to answer to a room full of strangers):
“Will you be upgrading your Tsukahara vault, as alluded to by your former coach during the National Convention?”
“I’m not sure,” Alana said, her voice tiny, fairy-like. She looked to Tracie for guidance. “I guess it would be up to my new coaches.”
Dan Goodberg, still standing, his list of questions at the ready: “You haven’t met Mr. Hades either?”
“No.”
“Tell us, Alana, dear: How confident are you going into the new competitive season without a game plan, without having met your to-be coach and savior of the NAU’s ailing national rank?”
“It’s only our first day,” Monica offered, noting poor Alana’s “Help me!” expression. “We haven’t even seen the training room yet—”
“Er, what Monica means to say,” said Tracie, cutting in again, “is that Mr. Hades prefers to spend his time focusing on his athletes, in the gym, instead of giving superfluous interviews such as this—”
“Yet,” pushed Dan, “he seems perfectly at ease ignoring this particular shipment of recruits—”
“As has already been stated, the girls have only just arrived, but will be properly incorporated into the team shortly. Now, if there are no more questions, Mr. Goodberg—”
“One more,” said Dan, smiling that devious smile of his (all around him, the flock of reporters seemed content to watch their colleague play with fire).
Tracie was seething. She’d obviously done battle with the likes of Dan Goodberg before. “If it’s appropriate—”
Not waiting for a complete acknowledgment, Dan asked, “What about the NPAA’s decision to return to the ‘one size fits all’ attitude, having one coach handle the national team without input from each individual athlete’s coach?”
“It’s obvious from the United States’ three-term slump that that attitude is invalid. What we need is consistency across the roster—”
“Or exclusivity.” Dan stepped forward so that he was very nearly resting his elbows on the podium. “Is there any truth to the rumor that Hades is compiling a skeleton-team, focusing solely on his two top athletes—planning a pony show for Heroes’ Day?”
“That’s absurd!” Tracie exclaimed, looking as if she’d been slapped in the face. “Mr. Goodberg, are you here to hand out wild accusations or to do an interview?”
Dan held up his hands and backed off. “My apologies if I’ve hit a sensitive spot.”
There was an uncomfortable silence as he took his seat and the next reporter stepped up to bat—which wasn’t really necessary, because Dan had already asked the questions everyone else had been too polite to ask. Now, all that was left was the fluff: the girls’ stats, their favorites, their opinions on which current pop-culture icon was cutest. When these sorts of topics were exhausted, the U.S. team was excused from the podium, and the next team was prepped.
John caught Monica on the way out.
“You’re quite popular with the newsmen,” he whispered in passing.
“Monica,” Tracie barked, pointing towards the exit. “On task, please.”
John giggled, waved goodbye.
* * *
The remainder of the day was spent learning protocol.
“The door scanners are coded to only accept commands from those with clearance,” Tracie said while instructing the girls on how to get around the station with the proper hand gestures. “Your rank grants you access to all civilian-level compartments, as well as a few privileged areas, such as your home stripe, the training rooms, and many areas of the promenade.”
In the cafeteria, she showed Monica how to work the food kiosks. “As team captain, you’ll be responsible for properly guiding your teammates’ eating habits whenever Hades or myself are not around.”
“Banana cream pies for all!” Monica joked.
Tracie frowned and returned the team to their room. She sat with the girls and went over timetables, as well as proper etiquette regarding training sessions. By the time she was through, it was knock-off time.
“Not you,” Tracie said, gesturing for Monica to follow her out into the corridor.
She complied, stepping away from the door and letting it slide shut. “Yes, Coach Tracie?”
“You need to be more aware of your responsibilities.”
Monica blinked. “Sorry?”
“The press conference—it was a disaster.”
“I don’t understand—”
“That Goodberg fellow had his way with us and then tossed us aside. Who knows what sorts of things he and his cronies are putting into their stories—”
“I could’ve handled the questions,” Monica said. And it might have helped if you didn’t flip out every chance you got.
Tracie glanced over her shoulder, as if someone might be eavesdropping. When she looked at Monica again, there was a grave expression on her face (well, more so than what was typical for her). “This is probably the only free moment we’ll have before winter break, so listen closely. It’s not about me and you. It’s about us versus them. We have an image to uphold, and whether or not you agree with it, it’s your duty as a Patriot to uphold that image, for team and for country. Those newshounds are the enemy, always feeling along the seams for cracks. Never be forthcoming with more than a simple answer to any and all questions. Give them fluff instead of facts. Anything that has to do with our training philosophies, our attitudes as Patriots, you let me or Coach Hades answer. Is that understood?”
Monica nodded. “Yes,” she said.
“Good. Now, make sure the lights are out by 21:00—we begin tomorrow, bright and early.”
Tracie turned and left.
Inside her quarters, Monica sat on her bunk and sighed.
“What was that about?” Kristen asked. (She and the others had swapped their uniforms for shorts, sweats, tees.)
It was difficult to understand Tracie’s motives. Certainly the woman wasn’t anything like she’d expected—Olympus wasn’t anything like she’d expected. Regardless, Monica knew it was her duty to keep her teammates at ease. Darren Hades’ right-hand woman may have fumbled her first impression, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t just having a bad day (though it would be satisfyingly easy for Monica to simply shake her head and say, “Coach Tracie is a bitch!”).
It’s only our first day, she reminded herself. The dust has to settle. Given time, she was sure Tracie would mellow out.
Given time.
The homesickness didn’t hit that first night aboard Olympus. Everyone was too wired, too excited, too exhausted to sleep. Bedtime wasn’t wasted, however. Without Tracie hovering over them, Monica and her new roommates could do all the gushing and babbling they’d had to forgo throughout the day. They swapped stories, traded ideals. Eventually, at some obscure point in the early morning, everyone returned to their bunks and got what little sleep there was to be had before the new day began.
06:00 came hard and fast. It seemed like Monica had barely closed her eyes when suddenly Coach Tracie was breezing into the room, clapping her hands, and shaking everyone from their beds.
“Alarm off,” she said as she brought up the lights.
Monica yawned and swung her legs over the side of her bunk. She exchanged brief glances with the other girls, who appeared to be just as clueless as she was concerning their being roused an hour early.
“Coach Hades,” said Tracie, assuming an authoritative stance in front of the door, “would like to make an early assessment. You have five minutes to get changed and to have your bags ready.”
Monica left her bunk, began preparing along with her teammates. “We’re supposed to get bathroom time,” she said.
“This is the international space station,” said Tracie. “Having a new, preemptive Olympic training program means having upwards of 10,000 athletes vying for the same space. Adjustments must be made, lest we waste taxpayer resources standing in line for the toilet. Besides, there are restroom facilities at the gym.”
Monica started to protest again, but Lisa, who was standing nearest, nudged her in the side and gave her a look as she wriggled out of her pajamas. Kristen and Alana followed suit, so that by the time Monica had finally slipped into her warm-up gear, the others were already dressed, waiting.
(Though Tracie didn’t offer any hints, Monica knew on the way out that she’d earned herself a deduction of some kind—she would have to keep her moves polished, she realized. In and out of the gym.)
Tompkins was waiting in the corridor. He had two security officers with him. Their name tags read “Kim” and “Cross.”
“Good morning, ladies,” Tompkins greeted, bowing slightly.
Kristen yawned.
Taking the lead, Tracie directed her troop down the corridor. There were other NAU members up and about, many carrying towels and toothbrushes as they headed towards the bathroom. A few smiled or nodded.
During the ride into the promenade belt, Monica turned to Tompkins and asked, “So, you’re our bodyguard?”
“I prefer ‘personal escort,’” Tompkins replied, and winked. “Sounds much better, doesn’t it?”
Monica smiled. She liked Tompkins—especially amidst this early-hour abundance of bloodshot eyes and puffy faces—and gave him an extra point in her mental score book.
For the remainder of the ride, she sat quietly and took in the sights. The view was spectacular, with the “morning” sunlight filtering through the mirror system above and illuminating the gently sloping landscape. There were buildings, trees, grass, a wide watercourse—the torus was a slice of the Earth encapsulated in space for safe keeping.
“Look,” Lisa whispered, pointing off into the distance, where the Olympic Arena sat proud on its hilltop. This got the girls smiling, winking at each other, looks of, I can’t believe I’m actually here! on their faces.
The transport dropped the team off outside an NAU training lot, which contained about half a dozen converted warehouses speckled between stacks of concrete blocks, piles of lumber, and gatherings of bulldozers and cranes. The entrance to the lot was guarded by a small gaggle of security officers who waved their wands, checked their rosters, and motioned Monica’s group inside.
The gym itself was nearly five times the size of the Keenes’, and the equipment was untarnished, the paint unchipped. Back at KG, the air-conditioning system had never worked; here, the air was crisp and cool, enough to raise the goose flesh on Monica’s arms—but she knew it would feel good once she was warmed up.
Tompkins and his men took up post on the perimeter as Tracie led the girls to the washroom. There, Monica understood Hades’ desire to get an early start, as several members of the Canadian and Mexican teams were already availing themselves of the showers, sinks, and mirrors. In another hour or two, the place would be crammed with people, virtually inaccessible.
“There’ll always be a reporter or two lurking on the fringes,” Tracie explained. “You need to get used to looking your best, even in training. I want your complexions clear and your smiles bright.”
There was little room for modesty. Nozzles were lined up in a row. It wasn’t as eloquent as Monica would have liked, but no one seemed interested in prurience, and so she disrobed, ducked in for her shower. The other girls followed along like little ducklings, not saying much as they soaped, lathered, rinsed, and dried off. Once they were spruced up, in their leotards, their hair scrunchied (or, in Monica’s case, pinned appropriately out of the way), they exited the washroom and presented themselves to Tracie, who nodded approvingly and led them back out into the training area. Jackie Davisson and Britney Lawler, who’d been delivered during the interim, and who were already gussied up and ready to go, sat at the edge of the podium listening to their portable music players.
“Coach Hades will be along shortly,” Tracie said, glancing at her wristwatch. She stepped onto the podium to check the various apparatus. “Wait quietly.”
Monica, Lisa, Kristen, and Alana set their gym bags down and sat alongside Jackie and Britney. Since neither of the girls offered more than an obligatory nod, Monica took the initiative and introduced herself, her roommates.
Jackie, her sun-kissed complexion and wheat field locks even more dazzling in person, removed one of her ear buds. Sizing up the new Patriot team with a lukewarm glance that lingered on Alana, she said to Monica, “Wow, you have a lot of work to do, don’t you?”
Her question was posed so matter-of-factly she couldn’t have meant any insult. Nevertheless, Monica felt the heat rising beneath her cheeks. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Everyone’s so . . . new,” Jackie said. “Well, not you—you’re the veteran, of course. But them . . . wow.”
Monica had only known her roommates for a day, and had absolutely no idea what their work ethic was like. Still, her instinct was to stick up for them. “They’re good workers. They wouldn’t be here otherwise. And anyway, we’re all new. We all have a lot of work ahead of us.”
Jackie shook her head. “Britney and me, we’re the specialists. You’re the all-arounders.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning Darren will be working with me and Britney as the front-liners, and Brenda will be working with you girls as support.”
“Brenda?”
Jackie rolled her eyes. “Brenda Tracie. Your coach.”
Again, Jackie seemed to be speaking matter-of-factly, with no more guile than that of a six-year-old blatantly pointing out her father’s bald spot in front of company—but for an international competitor, she had little of the acquired social grace Monica had found to be common among elite athletes, junior or senior.
Keeping her smile, Monica asked, “Anything we should know about life with Hades and Tracie?”
“This is it,” replied Jackie, reseating her ear bud and clicking through her playlist. “Watching and waiting—oh, and if there’s time, we do a little training.”
Britney snickered, bobbed her head to whatever tune was blaring through her ear buds.
Monica waited, watched the other teams warming up at various spots around the training room, the girls in their sleeveless leotards, the boys in socks and shorts. When Darren Hades strolled out into the open, more than a few heads turned in his direction—if not because of who he was, then because of how rare it was to see him as a living, breathing entity (and not just a still photograph or video clip posted on his NPAA profile page). Dark-haired, broad-shouldered, handsome, he possessed a boyish sort of charisma that had Monica swooning inwardly despite her best efforts.
All ear buds and wandering gazes disappeared as Hades came to stand over Team USA, clipboard in hand, eagle eyes looking the girls over.
Monica sat, listened, the butterflies fluttering madly in her stomach as, after his visual inspection, Hades launched into the obligatory pep speech:
“Heroes’ Day is almost a year away—an eternity. And yet I can guarantee you the time between now and then will absolutely fly. As you all know, the beginning of each competitive season is the fiercest in terms of scores, national rankings—clubs from all over the country are touting their best for a crack at the Patriot team. I don’t have to tell you that, due to an unfortunate series of events, we’ve decided to re-structure our game plan. Your scores have gotten you a pre-approved membership—you are specialists aboard Olympus, and your teammates are your coworkers. You are America’s Heroes; our time together, as well as your performance at December’s Pre-Season Assessment meet, will determine whether or not you keep the position. You are professional athletes. This is your job, your service to your country. Intra-team friendship can be useful, but professionalism is paramount.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Monica caught Jackie feigning a yawn as she shot Britney a bored look. Obviously they’d heard this lecture before.
“Two-thirds of you,” Hades continued, pacing, “are without international experience. This is okay. As I said, the NPAA is trying new things. Developing your experience over the coming months will undoubtedly prove more worthwhile than having to reshape old skills, old habits. You will learn to work as a team, and not just as six individual gymnasts who happen to be competing together.” He gestured for Monica to stand up, and had her face the others as he gripped her shoulders. “Monica is your team captain. She’s racked up some of the most solid numbers we’ve ever seen at the national level. Despite her inexperience overseas, her demeanor, her reaction to her mistakes is what caught my eye during the recruitment process.” Hades let her go, gestured for her to sit down. “I’ve assembled this particular team because today’s sport calls for a balance of pep and performance, pretty smiles and perfect lines. Each of you has a super-power: Jackie, your tumbling skills; Britney, your bars work; Monica, your consistency. And so forth. I have every intention of seeing this group through to next year’s National and International Conventions, and on to Heroes’ Day. However, my intentions amount to nothing if you are unwilling or unprepared to give it your everything. I don’t have to remind you that at this level of competition, every tenth of a point matters. Technical ability cannot overshadow artistic presentation, nor can artistic presentation be used to mask an obvious lack of skill. You need to comprise the best elements of competition in your routines: conflict, struggle, resolution. You are performers. Olympus is your stage. Let’s put on one heck of a show.”
Monica bit her lip, unsure of what she’d just heard, of what exactly Hades was trying to convey between all the fluff besides reinforcing the usual “work hard, mind your instructors” attitude—not that she cared all that much at the moment. Coaches always had big, sometimes overly-ambitious ideals, but in the end they all wanted the same thing from their athletes: obedience, repetition, results.
Hades talked for a few minutes longer, dispensing with the more mundane details regarding his training schedule. Then he hopped onto the podium and announced that it was practice time.
Shedding her warm-up suit and falling into step with the others, Monica breathed deeply and summoned her well-rehearsed game state. Immediately, she was focused, all the excitement and anticipation receding, everything flowing along a specific current. She found herself in fluid motion, stretching, jogging, then beginning work on the uneven bars, the balance beam, the vault. Beside each apparatus, Hades and Tracie unleashed their collection of critiques, assessing skill sets, noting weak spots as, in the background, the gym gradually filled with athletes, milling about, running, jumping, twisting, twirling through the air, tumbling across the numerous podiums—feeding the boundless kinetic energy.
The rest of the morning was a flash-frame progression, a rapid-motion composite of missed bar-grabs and unstuck landings, bruised skin, bloody palms, torn ligaments, and frustrated young faces streaked with tears as chalk dust-like-failure rained down from above.
During a brief interlude, Monica, gulping from her water bottle, stood at the edge of the Mexicans’ practice space and surveyed the battlefield, watched as a dozen soldier-athletes tore themselves apart at the whim of their commander-coaches. One girl went down hard on the beam, and had to be carried away on a stretcher. A hundred years ago, before the advent of nanomedicine, such an accident would have set her back an entire season, perhaps longer. Now, it was little more than a minor annoyance, one more thing for a coach to lord over his pupil upon her recovery several days later.
Monica was glad she’d kept herself in shape. She endured practice without too much complaint from her muscles, her joints. She was able to warm to the monotony, the tireless repetition of skills performed over and over until they were second nature, with only a scratch here, a bruise there—nothing that warranted a visit to the infirmary.
Throughout, Hades and Tracie were consistent, though Tracie seemed more suited for multi-tasking than Hades—and stern as she was, she didn’t have half the temper he did whenever something went wrong. At one point, when Britney bungled one of her layouts, causing her to hop off the beam prematurely, Hades grabbed a handful of chalk from the bowl and hurled it at her, yelling, “Are you listening or just hearing? Tilt, tilt!” On another occasion, he resorted to childish mimicking when Kristen complained that an aerial skill was proving more difficult than expected.
Consequently, Tracie often had to pull double duty, coddling as well as coaching—and this overwhelmingly resulted in Monica being ignored. She was given instruction, told which skills she was expected to connect in order to assemble her preliminary routines, but beyond that, the hugs, the pep-talk, and the shows of emotional support were reserved for the other girls, who were obviously unstable, emotionally. Or perhaps it was merely their youth that made them prone to throwing fits and sulking whenever something went the slightest bit wrong.
At any rate, Monica was glad when noon break arrived. Her first training session aboard Olympus had stoked tempers, ruffled feathers; there had been no time for smalltalk, no opportunities to sit on the fringes and admire the male gymnasts.
Indeed, she didn’t notice John until she was pulling on her warm-up suit.
“Hello, Monica,” he said, his bag slung over his shoulder, his face slightly flushed from his workout. He was smiling, and whether or not it was intentional, he radiated a subtle sort of mischief, a playfulness that seemed to offset the entire morning’s harshness.
Monica straightened, cinched the drawstring of her pants. “Hi, John.”
“How’s it going with Mr. Hades?”
“Well, I’m dealing with his assistant, mostly,” said Monica. “But he steps in every now and then to make sure I know everything I’m doing is bad.”
John laughed. “So I heard.”
“You’d think we were all a bunch of level 6’s just trying to get past compulsories.” Monica glanced over her shoulder. Hades and Tracie were talking with a small group of press hounds who’d wandered into the gym. A step away, Tompkins and his men kept a meticulous watch.
“He likes to move his girls around a lot, doesn’t he?” asked John.
Monica sighed. “You noticed?”
John lowered his lashes, still smiling, looking embarrassed. “I watched you train all morning. My father says you’re the Americans’ secret weapon, sent here to distract all the other teams’ male members. I told him I agree.”
Monica reached for her bag. Boys, she thought. Always thinking about romance even when the girl is sweaty and covered in chalk—though she had to admit she didn’t necessarily mind being observed from afar by such a cute boy.
Lisa came to her side.
“Are you ready?” she asked, gesturing at Kristen and Alana, who were waiting at the end of the podium, and who were looking rather impatient. “We’d like our showers—and lunch—before class time starts.”
Monica smiled at John. “I should be going.”
“Me too,” John said. “But maybe we’ll bump into each other in the cafeteria?”
“I’ll look for you.”
He winked and rejoined his teammates.
“Who was that?” Lisa asked, folding her arms.
“Some Canadian named John.”
Lisa watched him from behind. After a moment, she said, “Excellent butt.”
“Yeah,” agreed Monica.
The two of them giggled.
Somewhere between the showers and the cafeteria, Jackie and Britney were whisked away for safe keeping by Coach Hades. That meant Tracie would be having lunch with Monica, Lisa, Kristen, and Alana, and while the prospect wasn’t entirely alluring, it was obvious, now that their first training session was over, the girls would rather deal with Tracie than with Hades.
“Jackie wasn’t flattering herself,” Lisa whispered into Monica’s ear as they made their way to one of the NAU tables. “Coach Hades really is all about her and Britney. I don’t think a moment passes by when they’re not under his wing.”
“I’m actually thinking it’s better this way,” Monica whispered back. “Can you imagine eating with Coach Hades? He probably spends two-thirds of the time going over routines.”
“It sounds like you don’t care much for him.”
“Well, he’s Darren Hades,” Monica said, “and it’s only my first day working with him, but I have to admit he’s a little . . . intense.”
Lisa made a face. “It’s okay. I don’t like him, either.”
I didn’t say that, Monica thought, but let it drop (what with Tracie in such close proximity) as she took her seat.
“Your orders, please,” said Tracie.
“What kind of food do they serve here?” asked Kristen.
“Anything,” said Lisa. “The kitchens use bulk matter.”
“You make it sound so good,” Monica said, scrunching up her nose.
“Well, they do—it’s in the information packet.”
“I’ll have a turkey sandwich, then. Lettuce and tomato, no oil or mayo, easy on the mustard.”
“Hamburger, no onions,” added Lisa.
After thinking for a moment, Kristen said, “Caesar salad.”
Alana quietly nodded and indicated that she wanted what Kristen was having.
Tracie went to fetch the girls their meals. Monica watched her go, her stomach rumbling as she surveyed the cafeteria, which was roped off into sections. Video screens embedded in the walls displayed newsfeeds from a variety of sources. The various countries’ respective security officers paced to and fro, up and down the aisles, their firearms clinking as they kept watch over not just the athletes, but the scientists, businessmen, and politicians, too.
The NAU tables were attended by several dozen Patriots from Canada, Mexico, and the United States—most of whom would be discharged after the Pre-Season Assessment meet, replaced, if necessary, as the team rosters were refined here, in orbit, instead of down on Earth. More teams were on the way, but even now the place was packed, athletes sitting shoulder to shoulder, eating, talking, laughing. Monica couldn’t help but notice how much older the non-gymnastics members were. Oh, the other teams had their young prodigies as well, but virtually all the gymnasts present were aged thirteen and under. It was enough to make Monica feel uncommonly self-conscious, she a petite little thing, four-foot-eight, eighty pounds, seated beside a tall, muscular Canadian with ample beard stubble dusting his cheeks (a swimmer, she gathered from his conversation with his teammates).
He noticed her right away, offered her a nod and a tentative grin.
“Hi,” she said, smiling. “I’m Monica.”
The swimmer smirked. “Todd. Let me guess—you’re a gymnast, right?”
Monica nodded.
“Yeah, I thought so. It’s always the ankle-biters the NPAA likes to put out there in Spandex and scrunchies. Pretty soon we’ll have tiny fetuses in jars rolling across the balance beams.”
Todd’s companions laughed, not entirely apathetic, but not exactly friendly either—and it dawned on Monica that planetside she’d been a junior; inter-team interaction had been friendly, respectful banter between competitors within the same nation. Here, amongst the seniors, it was the United States versus the rest of the NAU versus the rest of the world. Economic leverage over prize money.
No false pretenses.
Monica started to turn away—
“Wait, little girl—I mean Monica, is it?”
—and faced the Canadian group again (if only to show that she could take a little criticism without losing her manners). One of the female swimmers was smiling at her.
“You have to forgive him,” she said, gesturing at Todd. “He’s rather blunt, what with his being a competitor—and a guy, no less. It’s just . . . well, obviously everyone at this table is a member of the same union, but our respective countries do have different ideas on things.”
“That’s okay,” Monica said, honestly enough. “No harm, no foul, right?”
“Right. May I ask you a personal question?”
“Go right ahead.”
“Is Darren Hades for real?”
A shrug from Monica. “I would think so.”
“What I mean is, and please don’t take this the wrong way, but, in my opinion, your superiors are crazy to send a group of kids up here. I mean, having minors compete as seniors is one thing, but how can a bunch of twelve-year-olds be expected to make it an entire year away from their friends and families?”
Instinctively, Monica looked at Alana, who’d taken to nibbling her bottom lip. It looked like homesickness had been first and foremost on her mind since morning practice. That, combined with her exceedingly prepubescent physique, and she was just about as vulnerable-looking as you could get.
“We all make our sacrifices,” Monica said, facing the Canadians again. “If I can serve my country by spending a year without the comforts of home, then I’m all for it—but what about you? How are you going to deal with your term?”
The Canadian swimmer held up her hands. “No need to be defensive on the matter.”
Monica started to respond that it hadn’t been her intention to be “defensive,” that she was only curious, interested in making friends—but it was no use. The older athletes had already turned away, delving into other matters, other conversations.
“What was that about?” Kristen asked.
“I guess,” said Monica, “our neighbors have better things to do than talk to a bunch of little kids.”
The girls waited in silence until Tracie returned with their lunches.
Taking her plate from the tray, Monica noted that there was a conspicuous amount of empty space around her sandwich. “This is kind of small,” she said.
Tracie sat herself down and popped the lid off her diet milkshake. “We’ll be checking your weight on a daily basis.”
“Okay, but this is still the most miniature sandwich I’ve ever seen. I can have seconds, right?”
“What you have there is what’s optimal for your body type.”
Monica knew herself. It wasn’t as if she’d just entered the sport on a whim. Back at KG, the Keenes had worked with her over the years to develop a competent meal plan. She knew what she could eat, and she knew how much, how often. Ah, but this isn’t KG, she thought. This is Olympus, and Greg isn’t here. Coach Tracie is.
Tracie was staring her down, waiting for her to make like her teammates and avail herself of her dainty little meal.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll grab something from the vending machine later.” She picked up her sandwich and took a bite. As she ate, she glanced around the cafeteria and scrutinized the dozens, hundreds of faces. Everyone’s eating but us, she thought, and watched as a pair of women from one of the Spanish teams got up to refill their plates from a nearby kiosk. As they waited for their order to be processed, they joked and laughed with each other, adding to an already boisterous ambiance and making Monica feel even more out-of-place. Her teammates were absolutely wordless—no doubt it was Tracie’s presence that put them off. She slurped her vitamins and minerals from her cup and sat straight-backed, watching her girls, supervising. Babysitting.
Monica’s sandwich went quick. When she was through, she pushed her plate back and waited quietly for lunchtime to end. It was easy for her gaze to wander, and she was pleasantly surprised when she spotted John, tray in hand, weaving his way through the crowd. When he reached where she was sitting, he bowed gracefully and offered her a roll.
“Compliments of the Canadian Parliament,” he said.
“Monica, your diet,” warned Tracie.
Monica resisted the urge to accept the roll and devour it right then and there. Instead, maintaining her cool exterior, she shrugged her shoulders and smiled at John. “That’s very thoughtful of you, but I’m supposed to watch what I eat.”
“Ah, I see.” John bowed to Tracie. “My apologies, madam, for tempting your pupil so.”
Tracie nodded ever so slightly; it was obvious she wanted John on his merry way—especially when Lisa and Kristen started giggling and rolling their eyes, whispering to one other under their breath.
“The boys’ table is over there,” Tracie said, pointing.
The girls giggled some more as John bowed again and walked away.
Monica watched him go, navigating his way back to the Canadians’ table. There, he sat with his teammates, his friends, his coach-and-father, and he talked, he laughed—and Monica knew she could waste her lunchtime no longer. Before Tracie could come up with any excuses, she quickly gathered up Lisa, Kristen, and Alana’s empty plates and stacked them on the tray.
“I’ll bring these to the recycler,” she said, and left the table, making good on her word—but instead of returning to the United States’ table, she went to John’s, tapped him on the shoulder.
“Hi,” she said as he looked up.
He grinned. “Did the mother bear let you out of the den?”
Monica glanced over her shoulder and caught a feral stare from Tracie. “You could say that.”
“Will you sit with us, then?”
“Yes.”
The other boys and men welcomed her graciously, making room for her to sit, asking her name, and then introducing themselves. Even John’s father (with whom he shared the same first name), who’d earlier exuded an air of nonstop focus, was looking amiable.
“So, what’s your story?” John asked her after the pleasantries were out of the way.
“I’m part of the U.S. Patriots’ bold new plan,” Monica replied. “My coach gave a speech about it this morning—something about determination and perseverance, though I couldn’t understand half of what he said. He’s a little artsy that way.”
John nodded knowingly. “So’s my father. Always chattering about goals and having a grand vision for your team, your club, your country—but as soon as you make the slightest mistake, he’s about as eloquent as an elephant on a unicycle.”
Several seats down, John’s father snorted and said, “It’s a constant struggle between my alleged ineloquence and my son’s spastic attention span.”
Monica giggled. “Is that true?”
“Certainly not!” John exclaimed. “I’ve enough of an attention span to have competed at several international competitions, where I’ve won a number of medals and certificates. Of course, this is my first shot at becoming a Hero.”
“Same here, except this season it will be my first time competing internationally—ever.”
“Wow,” said Dean, the lanky gymnast sitting across from John and Monica. “That’s unusual, isn’t it?”
“Yeah,” replied Monica, “but I guess since everyone thinks this will be the United States’ last term aboard Olympus, our athletic coordinators are betting a shakedown is just what our program needs. Whether or not it works, though . . . .”
John said, “You must feel a lot of pressure from your countryfolk.”
“I don’t think it’s really sunk in all the way yet. You know, being here and on the team. I imagine that will change once the season begins and we start competing in front of an audience. I’m more worried about adjusting to my new coaches at the moment.”
“If it’s any help, you looked great during practice.”
Monica folded her arms. “Shouldn’t you have been focusing on your own routines?”
Dean cooed; another of the boys wrapped his arm around John’s neck and ran his knuckles against his scalp.
“It’s true what Coach Matusik says,” Dean chuckled. “John’s always letting his attention wander—that’s why his scores can always be tallied on one hand.”
During a half-hearted attempt to wriggle free, John said, “It’s not my fault! She’s the one who looked so magnificent in that cute little American leotard of hers!”
Monica felt herself blush. She liked the idea that he thought she looked “magnificent.” It wasn’t at all like when Pat hit on her with his desperate, blatant pickup lines disguised as careless humor—vain attempts to acquire a suitable mate before the supposed apocalypse. John seemed fun. Certainly he was hitting on her (something all boys did whenever they acted that certain way around girls), but she didn’t mind. It made her feel deliciously appreciated.
After a moment, John’s father clapped his hands and ordained order.
John’s teammate let him go. He re-situated his jacket and asked Monica, “Are you free on Sunday?”
“Yeah,” replied Monica, recalling Tracie’s having mentioned that Sundays were recuperation days for athletes—no training allowed. “I can’t wait to visit the promenade belt. It’s a bit claustrophobic here without windows, if you ask me.”
“Windows are always nice.” John glanced around the cafeteria. “Nicer than all these silly video screens. A view of Earth would be sublime.”
“The station’s rotation would make you dizzy,” Monica said.
“You know what’s making me dizzy right now?”
Monica shook her head. “What?”
“The way your coach is trying to burn a hole through your head from across the room.”
Monica turned and looked at the U.S. table. Sure enough, Tracie was giving her The Eye. Lisa, Kristen, and Alana sat with heads bowed, shoulders slumped.
“I’d better get back,” Monica said, standing.
John stood, too. “Yes, you’d better.”
“I enjoyed watching your wrestling skills.”
“Always a pleasure.” John massaged the back of his neck. “See you on Sunday?”
“Sounds good.”
“Sunday, then. Goodbye, Monica.”
“Bye, John.”
Back at her own table, Monica sat down and smiled smugly.
Tracie cleared her throat. “Monica.”
“Yes?”
“Look at me.”
Monica looked at her.
“I don’t like you fraternizing with the enemy.”
“They’re just being friendly.”
“Perhaps,” said Tracie, “but don’t forget: they’re taking jobs from our workers, products from our store shelves, food from our children’s mouths.”
“That’s competition stuff—in the gym. Or aren’t we allowed to be regular people during our lunch break?”
The other girls’ eyes darted to and fro between Monica and Tracie.
Tracie leaned forward. “Monica, dear, this isn’t little old Waukesha County anymore, and you’re not here just to earn a few extra ameros for your club. You’re a Patriot now—act like one. I don’t want you wandering off like that again. Do you understand?”
Monica frowned. “Yes, Coach Tracie.”
“Now,” said Tracie, “all of us are to sit quietly and wait for lunch to be over. Are we clear?”
The girls nodded.
Monica’s stomach grumbled.
She wished she’d eaten John’s roll.
On Earth, classes at Hamilton had been a necessary evil. On Olympus, school time offered a welcome (and Tracie-free!) reprieve, as Mr. McDonald, the instructor, was just about the only person in uniform who wasn’t on the clock, uptight, or generally stressed-out—though this might have had something to do with the fact that his classroom was mostly empty, save for Monica and her teammates. (Normally the girls’ Patriot team had twenty to thirty athletes on its roster going into a new season, but as recent events had shown, Monica’s team was anything but normal.)
“I like a small group,” McDonald said once he’d taken roll and gotten the girls to arrange their chairs in a circle near the head of the room. “You get a good give and take this way.”
For the majority of their class time, he had the team work through a collection of general worksheets, covering mathematics, English, and science. The last twenty minutes were devoted to current events, and began with a question:
“Why did that group of extremists stage the Alabama Massacre?”
“Because they’re crazy,” said Kristen, raising her hand.
Lisa chuckled softly.
“But they were Mexican,” said McDonald. “They were our neighbors, part of the North American Union. Why would they turn on their own?”
“Lots of people hurt each other,” said Lisa. “It doesn’t matter if they’re NAU members or not.”
McDonald considered. “Then terrorists—or in this case political extremists—do what they do simply to do it?”
Monica raised her hand. “Terrorists act on behalf of their benefactors. The people who employed the radicals behind the Massacre don’t consider the NAU as ‘their own.’ They see the Global Ranking System as a U.S.-instigated movement dictating to the United Nations who gets what. They cling to outdated values and traditions, most of which serve the self instead of the whole. So, naturally, they feel it’s futile to attempt to find a solution to their problems via council talks. They use their own drastic measures to dictate terms to the government via the media.”
“Said terms being . . . ?”
“Forcing others to concede to their wishes through the use of violence.”
McDonald nodded. “That’s an interesting perspective. How did you come up with it?”
Monica shrugged and said, “There was a political commentary piece on the news.”
“Do you think it was accurate?”
“I think people can disagree, and they can sometimes show their dissatisfaction in a violent or unorthodox way. An ‘act now, think later’ kind of thing.”
“Maybe they’re just trying to feed their families,” said Alana.
“Go on,” McDonald said.
Alana swallowed as everyone looked at her. “Well, the NAU has only been around for a few decades. Many sectors are still adjusting to the repercussions. I mean, it’s basically large-scale tribalism, getting the protection of, say, a unified military, or a one-size-fits-all monetary system, at the expense of a certain amount of autonomy. Mexico has long been a source of labor, but when our Patriots consistently failed to get our grants renewed, we were forced to turn over more and more of what we produced—using Mexican factories and laborers—to competing nations. We produce for other countries, and NAU workers are tired of it. They want the ability to enjoy the fruits of their labor.”
McDonald nodded. “It’s all about leverage, isn’t it? Dominance. The human leveraging paradigm dictates that, regardless of age, race, or social status, humans have a baseline instinct to leverage themselves over others. In previous times, we exercised leverage through out and out warfare. Now, industrialized nations agree not to bomb each other unless it’s within the context of the GRS. Military force is still necessary, but only in situations where people don’t play fair. The lot of you being competitive athletes, you should understand the concept of leverage. You agree to abide by, say, the Code of Points in exchange for a chance at a cash prize, a certificate, a medal.”
“Only now it’s the GRS,” said Lisa. “Countries playing by certain rules to earn goods and services in return.”
“But not all countries agree with the GRS,” said Alana. “The problem is that each nation has its own definition of ‘what’s fair.’”
“That’s true,” said McDonald. “Do you think Heroes’ Day is fair?”
Alana looked flustered. “Well, I . . . of course I do. I was just trying to show the other side of the coin.”
“Do you think it’s fair that the United States controls Olympus?”
Lisa raised her hand. “Somebody has to. Why not us? We built it.”
“How about you, Monica?” McDonald asked. “Do you think the Global Ranking System is an even-handed method of allocating resources?”
“I think it’s fair to allocate according to rank, yes.”
“Is it fair that rank sometimes supersedes need, say in those nations with large portions of the populace living below the poverty line? Where Patriot eligibility is spotty at best?”
“Well, yes.”
“Even though it’s sometimes necessary to use military force?”
Monica squirmed somewhat. “It’s better to use military force to ensure people make good on their promises rather than using military force to dictate those promises in the first place.”
“Go on.”
“Um . . .” Monica trailed off, grasping at mental straws. She found Greg Keene’s office lecture coming back to her. “We restrict the fighting, the competing, to the sports arenas. The scores are turned over to the lawmakers. Then the lawmakers get together and go over who and what goes where, with the military acting as support. Back in the old days, all the fighting was done in trenches, out in the field. Today it’s . . . it’s more civilized.”
McDonald leaned back in his chair, smiled strangely as he stared off into space. “Civilized illusions, eh?”
Monica and her teammates looked at each other, a silent poll being held as to who should be the one to ask for clarification. It didn’t matter, though, because just as Lisa was raising her hand, the end-of-session bell rang.
Time to get back to the training room.
* * *
The girls were back in the gym by 15:00. Afternoon practice was much the same as morning practice, with Hades and Tracie barking and yelling, continuing their tyrannical assessment of the girls’ skills. Monica’s routines were doubly hard because she knew Tracie was keeping an eye on her, looking for the tendency towards insubordination she’d shown in the cafeteria. As such, she took extra care to make sure she performed above and beyond expectation, and this meant pushing herself, ignoring cramps, aches, suppressing mental blocks.
When quitting time came, she was thoroughly exhausted. Wordlessly, she shuffled along behind her teammates as she waited at the edge of the podium to have her various scrapes and sprains tended to (Jackie and Britney were, not surprisingly, swept away by Hades to have their showers and recuperation time elsewhere). Tracie didn’t say much as she worked the girls over with her med kit, deftly discerning between genuine injury and necessary microtrauma. At one point, when Alana started sobbing during a tendon repair, Monica watched in disbelief as Tracie took her in her arms, smoothed her hair.
“It’s okay. It’s almost over,” she whispered. “You’re doing well.”
Amazed, amused, Monica thought to herself, So, Coach Tracie, despite the robot exterior, you are capable of acting like a human being from time to time.
She exchanged knowing glances with Lisa—then the moment was past, Alana’s injuries repaired, Tracie straightening, sobering, nodding for the next girl in line.
* * *
Back in their home stripe, the girls showered, had dinner, then retired to their quarters. Monica tossed her uniform and workout gear into the clothing sanitizer, then lay on her bunk. She closed her eyes, listening to the sounds of her roommates’ winding down for the night as the day’s events flitted through her mind. Eventually, someone turned off the lights, and all was quiet, save for the muffled hum of the station’s air filtration system, the sound of sheets rustling, settling against bare skin, breath slowing, someone’s sniffling—
—Alana’s muffled sobbing.
Moving quietly, Monica got out of bed, grasped the frame of Alana’s bunk and hoisted herself up. She shook Alana’s shoulder. “You okay?” At first, Alana tried to make like she’d just come awake—but Monica knew better. “What’s the matter?”
“I don’t know,” replied Alana, hiccuping inadvertently. “I was fine last night.”
“That was last night.”
Alana sat up somewhat and rubbed her eyes. Her tear-stained cheeks glistened in the glow of the night light. “You know how you sort of think random thoughts as you fall asleep?”
“I’m always practicing tumbling passes in my head.”
“Me too!” Alana smiled, then quickly frowned again. “Tonight I was thinking of Mr. McDonald’s class and how we had that political discussion.”
“Oh, yeah. The little round table thingie. You sure made an impression.”
“You really think so?”
“Sure. You sounded smart.”
A laugh escaped Alana’s lips. “Maybe to you, but to Mr. McDonald . . . I think he was trying to get to know us more than he was trying to teach those last twenty minutes.”
“Naturally.”
“No, I mean, like, he was feeling us up.”
“Feeling us up?”
“No!” Alana hissed, and giggled again. “I don’t mean it that way. I mean . . .” She bit her lip, thinking for a moment. “He wanted to see how patriotic we were. A test, maybe, for new recruits—I must have sounded like a hypercritic.”
“You did not,” Monica said. “You were looking at the big picture, playing devil’s advocate, but you’re still an American. He knows who you’re loyal to.”
Alana looked like she was struggling to maintain her smile. “It didn’t help that Coach Hades called me a ‘sabotage artist.’”
It was true: During afternoon practice, Monica (and everyone else within earshot) had heard the ruckus as Hades had blatantly exploited one of Alana’s mistakes by insinuating her desire to intentionally bring down her team’s average.
“That was rough,” Monica whispered.
“He’s not like I expected,” Alana said. “He’s . . . he’s mean.”
Tell me about it, Monica thought. She’d had her own epiphanies upon first meeting her shiny new coach. The idea of training under Darren Hades had been a novelty, but realistically, he was young for a coach. Volatile. Inexperienced, perhaps—just what the NPAA wanted in their bid to stir things up. A loose cannon coaching a team full of untried Patriots. “Some coaches are tough, strict—but that’s okay, because they’re just trying to motivate you to be the best you can be.”
Alana started crying again.
Monica sighed, slipped beside her and cuddled her in her arms. “It’s your first day—it’s his first day, too. A new team, new rules. And it’s not like your coach back home never yelled at you on a bad day, right?”
“Well, yeah.”
“It’ll get better.”
Alana wiped her face, looked at Monica. “You’re lucky. He never yells at you.”
“Coach Tracie yells at me,” Monica said, thinking about it for a moment, unable to recall a single instance where Hades had raised his voice to her. “She didn’t like the way I answered the reporters’ questions at yesterday’s press conference. As for Coach Hades . . . to be honest, Alana, I don’t think he cares enough about me to waste his voice. He hardly paid any attention to me today.”
“You’re probably better off that way.”
“If you say so.”
“Really,” said Alana. “I’ve been thinking about it. I mean, all the press releases say how Hades was put in charge of the team because of his performance during Heroes’ Day, but wouldn’t it have made more sense to have put his trainers in charge? After all, aren’t they the ones who designed his winning routines?”
Good point, Monica thought, though at the moment she was too tired to think much about it. “Who knows why the higher-ups do what they do? It’s just different being a Patriot. Everyone’s probably got a lot on their minds—the NPAA probably yells at our coaches as much as our coaches yell at us.”
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