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   September 3
 
    
 
   Another glance at the tied up scoreboard told me there were only nine minutes left in the last period of the game. The other team had called timeout, and now everyone was just standing around the bench, waiting for the referees to blow the whistle and signal that the game was ready to start again. As I leaned with my elbows over the boards and stared down at the tiled rink below my borrowed skates, a movement on the left caught my eye, and a second later my best friend, Victoria, bumped me with her hip. Through the steel cage of her helmet she gave me a knowing smile, and then turned around to lean her back against the boards.
 
   “So, J, what do you think?” she asked me as she pulled at her jersey, which read Cyclones on the front, and because of the sweat had begun to stick to her stomach.
 
   I turned to mirror her position, and glanced out over the rink before answering, “I wish you’d told me this was a tournament.”
 
   Victoria and I had been friends since grade school. Normally she and some of the other girls that were hovering around the boards played scrimmage games at an ice rink nearby. She was the one who’d taught me to skate, and since she’d always played hockey I’d always hung around and, more often than not, joined in on the pickup games. Even though they usually practiced at an ice rink, roller hockey was the first love for each of them. When Victoria had called me this morning telling me her team needed an extra player, I thought she’d meant for a scrimmage. Little did I know that her and the other players had rallied together a bunch of extra inline gear for me to sub in at this tournament.
 
   “It’s just a small tourney,” she justified, blue eyes betraying her internal laughter as she absentmindedly slid the blade of her hockey stick across the floor.
 
   I rolled my eyes before both of our gazes drifted to the world outside the boards. There were three rinks at this outdoor facility, each one occupied by a tournament game. After already playing five games throughout the day we’d made it to the championship, and this was the last women’s game of the weekend. Still, the stands of each rink were filled, with more people standing along the outside to watch through the glass. Loud music could be heard filtering over the boards from the booth of a radio station that had showed up just for the occasion, and plenty more display booths lined the walkways between rinks to occupy the hoards of people who weren’t watching a game. It may have been a small tournament by Victoria’s standards, but for the first real game I’d ever played, it was pretty damn big.
 
   “Hey, Jordan.” The coach tapped me on the shoulder to get my attention, so I turned to look at him, eagerly awaiting any advice he could offer. “Don’t look so nervous,” he laughed. “You’re doing good, I just need you to do one thing for me.” I nodded, patiently waiting for the tip. “You’re fast and you’ve got good hands, use it to get goals instead of penalties, okay?”
 
   My cheeks colored red, but I laughed anyway. That was his advice? Sure, I’d played more than enough scrimmage games with the team to be able to hold my own in a high level tournament, but I didn’t have the experience to know what kind of hits were considered dirty or not, especially since you couldn’t check in roller hockey like you could in ice hockey. For that, I’d earned two penalties. One more and I’d get kicked out. So… maybe his advice was pretty sage.
 
   One of the refs blew his whistle and made his way down the rink to the right faceoff circle near our goal. Along with the other players, I pushed myself off the boards and coasted to the circle, taking my place on the hash mark just outside it. One of the other team’s forwards took the spot directly in front of me, practically placing the blade of her stick on top of mine. Before leaning over into position, I scanned each of the players on the rink. Even after only two periods, I’d learned which players on the other team to look out for – which ones were the goal scorers and which ones were most likely to take my head off and get away with it.
 
   Another thing I’d had to adjust to after playing so many ice games with Victoria was the number of players on the rink in a roller game. I’d always assumed five and a goalie was standard, but in these inline games I learned the number was reduced to four and a goalie. It came as a bit of a shock at first, but I couldn’t say I minded. Less players on the rink meant less people to watch out for. It also meant there was more room to skate and pull off stunts that were harder to do during an ice game.
 
   The referee pointed at the other team’s goalie on the far end of the rink and, receiving a nod, looked to our goalie. When she nodded too he held the black puck over the faceoff circle, and a second later dropped it. The two players’ sticks clashed in the center for only a moment before the puck went flying to one of the other team’s defenders, who was waiting near the boards at the middle of the rink. The second she felt it hit her stick she received it and sent it across to the defender on the opposite side. I was already on my way to the second player that received the puck, and by the time she got it I was nearly three quarters of the way there.
 
   She held the puck on her blade, cradling it near the boards with her eyes darting from me to the other players on her team, waiting for either someone to open up for a pass or for me to get there so she could try to skate around me. It was clear by the speed I’d already picked up that I was going to get to her first. Goals, not penalties, I reminded myself as I neared striking distance. The look on her face said she thought I was going to hit her, and her body tensed when I drew near. Instead, I stretched my stick across her body to hers, and hit the puck backwards as I flew by her.
 
   I’d hit the puck hard enough to knock it over her stick, and I picked it up as I continued with it, alone, toward the other team’s goalie. The goalie coasted forward, squaring up and making herself large in the net. I was at the top of the circles in front of the net now, so I brought my stick back with the puck and cruised left. The goalie followed my every move, shifting to the side with me. Finally, with a flick of my wrist I released the puck, but instead of sending it to the left side of the net like I’d been lined up to do, I angled my stick to shoot at the top right corner. My breath nearly caught in my throat as it sailed through the air, and then I sighed with disappointment when it hit the post with a loud ding, which deflected it up into the safety net above the boards.
 
   With the puck hitting the net the referees had to blow the whistle, and when we heard the coach shout ‘switch’ each of us made our way back to the bench. Upon sitting, Victoria grabbed her water bottle, squirting it through the cage of her helmet and into her mouth before handing it over to me. I did the same, squirting toward my face and purposefully spilling some of it down the front of my jersey. At first the icy fluid stung as it hit my chest, but after I got over the initial shock I grinned at how cooling it was.
 
   “That girl is pissing me off.” One of the players I was familiar with, Holly, fell onto the bench next to me and pulled off her helmet, mopping her short black hair away from her forehead before sticking it back on.
 
   “Which one?” I asked, leaning forward and glancing onto the other team’s bench. Then I pulled a hand out of my glove and grabbed the ponytail of my long, straight blonde hair to throw it over my shoulder.
 
   “The forward.” She nodded discreetly toward the other team’s offensive side. “Number eighteen.”
 
   Victoria leaned over from the opposite side of me and glared at her. “Holly, you get in a fight with her every other game. I swear to God if we lose because you get a penalty, I’ll kick your ass.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smirk. Between Victoria and I, she was definitely the hothead, but she was nothing compared to some of the other girls on the team. I’d never gone to watch any of their inline games before, but all too often Victoria would complain about how many fights broke out, especially between them and the team we were playing now, the Misconducts. And if I was counting correctly, Holly also had two penalties. One more and she was done.
 
   “I’m going to kick her ass if I feel her stick clip my wheels again,” Holly grumbled. “No joke, she’s just waiting until the ref can’t see so she can trip me.”
 
   It was obvious Victoria had something else lined up to say, but the whistle cut her off, and yelling ‘switch’ the coach pushed us off the bench. This time I took the faceoff, which once again started down near our goal. I’d have been more comfortable if the puck ended up in the other team’s zone more often, but all rivalry aside, they were good, and they controlled the play a majority of the time. The Misconducts forward took place directly in front of me, and as the ref skated over we prepared for the faceoff.
 
   The ref threw the puck down between us, and instead of going in and battling with her for it, the moment it hit the ground I knocked her stick out of the way with my own, leaving the target open for less than a second, which was more than enough for me to go back in and get it. With the puck on my blade I whizzed past her, skating up the boards while my other forward went up with me near the center of the rink. She had someone right behind her, but her stick was open so I shot her a pass. When it hit her tape she came to an abrupt stop, and unprepared for it the defender who’d been following blew right past her. Now open she sent the puck back to me, and I was getting close enough to the net that I had to start thinking about my shot.
 
   There was just one more obstacle, a defender who’d been skating backwards ahead of me, just waiting for me to get closer so she could take a jab at the puck. Knowing I had to pull some kind of move to go around her, I did the one that I’d practiced tons of times during scrimmage games. As I neared her, I led with the puck and faked going around her to the right, but at the last second I brought the puck in between her stick and body over to the left, and pushed it forward with my backhand while my body continued right. The normal reaction to the move was for the defender to become momentarily flustered, giving me a chance to get by and score a goal. Only, this defender didn’t seem fazed. She followed my body, and when I tried to skate around her to the right she stepped right in front of me, putting a glove on my chest so she could block my path.
 
   I was going to try and backtrack to see if I could skate around her before the other team’s second defender had a chance to pick up the puck, but I paused at the sound of a thunderous thud against the boards, followed by a familiar voice shouting, ‘fucking bitch!’ At the hooting of a few whistles I turned to catch sight of the refs trying to separate a very angry Holly from number eighteen, and I instantly rushed over to lend a hand. I put my arm in front of Holly, who was still charging an equally furious forward, and tried to lead her away, while the girl who’d just stopped me from scoring tried to get her own teammate from the fight.
 
   When Holly realized she wasn’t getting anywhere near the girl, she turned her rage to the referees. “Hey asshole, you didn’t see her trip me? What fucking game are you watching?”
 
   My head shot up at the sound of her talking back, and I wished she wasn’t wearing a face cage so I could shove a hand over her mouth. The Misconducts’ defender looked just as shocked, because her brown eyes met mine, and they shot me a hard look as if to say ‘keep her in line.’
 
   I tugged the side of my mouth into an apologetic half-smile at the defender, and pulled Holly harder toward the bench. “Dude, calm the hell down.”
 
   “Hey, hey, hey,” the ref called after us, and I stopped to see what he wanted. He was pointing toward the exit of the rink. “She’s out.”
 
   “Son-of-a-bitch,” Holly growled, quite loudly, as she pulled away from my grasp and started for the exit. When she reached it she turned around to shout more parting words to the officials. “Get your goddamn eyes checked, will you?”
 
   Curious how the other team’s defender had gotten her player to settle down so easily, I glanced over as I made my way back to my own bench, where everyone else had gathered. I wasn’t able to catch her trick though, because the girl, whose jersey read ‘Becks’ with the number sixty-four on the back, was already leaned over the boards, listening to her coach talk.
 
   The second I got back to my own bench the same ref skated to the scorekeeper’s box, which separated the benches of the two teams. “Number three,” he called over the glass to the scorekeeper, “two minutes, roughing. Two minutes, unsportsmanlike.” Then he came over to our coach. “I need someone to serve the penalty.”
 
   Every girl on my team groaned. Holly had earned a four-minute penalty, and by now there were less than four minutes left in the game. Seeing as I was the newest player, and no one else wanted to do it, I started for the box. “I’ll serve it.”
 
   The boxes sat next to each team’s bench and were separated by glass, and when the game picked back up Victoria came over and pressed her mouth to the corner so she could talk to me. “They’re going to score now. I’m going to have to kick Holly’s ass.”
 
   “I’m not serving your penalty too,” I teased, and then to make conversation I looked out into the bleachers. “Is Austin here now?” I scanned the full area outside the rink for Victoria’s boyfriend, but I couldn’t see him amidst the crowd of people.
 
   She nodded and followed my gaze to the area where she, too, had to search. “He got off work right before this game. He should be out there somewhere.”
 
   Another whistle accompanied by uproarious cheers from the crowd caused both Victoria and I’s heads to turn, and then slump when we saw that the other team had scored, breaking the tie with only two minutes left in the game and making the score four to three.
 
   “Told you,” Victoria said with a shake of her head. Her spirits picked up rapidly though as she looked at me with a grin on her face. “So, coach says he wouldn’t mind you playing for us from now on.”
 
   “Vic,” I whined. It wasn’t that I didn’t like playing, it was actually even more fun than the scrimmage games, but almost every bit of gear I was wearing was borrowed, which meant in order to play I’d have to buy new stuff.
 
   “J,” she copied sternly, raising her eyebrows and challenging me to complain.
 
   “I can’t afford to buy all this gear.”
 
   “We’re like… halfway sponsored.” That earned a laugh on my part, and she glared. “No seriously, you’ll get pants, jerseys, and gloves for free. I have some shin guards that I don’t use anymore, and you can get away with not wearing elbow pads. You already have a stick. All you need to get is skates and a helmet.” Then she batted those big blue eyes at me and gave an innocent smile. “Please.”
 
   I was about to protest, knowing that skates were pretty expensive, but then I remembered that the hockey rink Victoria worked at had a pro shop. “Only,” I started with a sigh, “if you can get me a discount on gear.”
 
   The grin on her face grew bigger than I thought it possibly could, and as the buzzer for the end of the game went off I nearly thought she was going to come over the penalty box wall and hug me. Luckily, she saved me the embarrassment, and we all made our way to the center of the rink to go down the line and shake hands with our opponents. After that we waited around on the rink while the announcer called all of our names and gave us our second place, fake silver medals, and then had to wait a little more while he gave the gold medals to the other team. Then we were released to the locker room.
 
   “Second place bitches!” one of the girls shouted excitedly, simultaneously ripping off her jersey and plopping onto one of the benches that lined the walls of the locker room.
 
   Everyone laughed while another girl, Charlie, pulled a case of beer out of her hockey bag, not at all to my surprise since I’d already adjusted to their habit of drinking after scrimmage games. She held up a can and made shushing noises until she had everyone’s attention. “First beer goes to Holly.” She tossed the can across the room to Holly, who’d been sitting in the locker room waiting since she’d been kicked out of the game. “For hit of the night, girl, that shit was epic!”
 
   Charlie then proceeded to throw cans of beer to every player in the room, but stopped a throw short when she came to the last, and youngest, player. “Hey, wait, you’re not twenty-one. More for me.”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle at Charlie’s teasing. The youngest player on the team, Morgan, was only nineteen, but I’d seen the girl drink after scrimmage games plenty of times, and none of the other players, especially Charlie, seemed to mind. So the teen dropped her jaw, offended, and held out a hand for the beer. “Give me the beer, Charlie.” Charlie held the can in front of her, eyes locked on the younger girl and smirk growing wider by the second as she inched her finger toward the tab to open it. “Charlie!” Morgan yelled, shout interrupted by a laugh.
 
   The tip of Charlie’s finger slid under the tab, but before she had a chance to pop it up the girl pounced on her, wrapping her arms around Charlie’s neck and taking them both to the ground. While they wrestled over the drink that Charlie still held tight, the coach walked in, smacking his forehead with the palm of his hand as he took in the scene before him.
 
   “If you guys practiced half as much as you partied,” he started, a smile breaking his scowl, “we might actually take gold.”
 
   As if to deliberately ignore his comment, another girl named Linda pulled out her cell phone and put on dance music as loud as the volume would go. At the sound, a few other girls, who by this time had their skates and jerseys off, got up and started dancing. The coach just rolled his eyes and leaned against the door of the locker room, patiently waiting to see if anyone would listen to him.
 
   “Come on, coach.” One of the girls grinned, trying to get him to dance with them.
 
   He shook his head, so another girl chimed in. “Yeah, Nick, come on. You won silver too, you know. You should celebrate.”
 
   Again he rolled his eyes. “I’m too old for this.” And with that he pushed open the door, laughing and leaving us in the locker room.
 
   The girl who’d started the music, Linda, shrugged indifferently as he left, and sitting back down she lowered the volume. “It’s lady’s night at The L. Who’s down?”
 
   Cheers went up from a majority of the girls in the room, and only two shook their heads. “It’s twenty-one and up, jerk.” The youngest player sipped on the beer she’d wrestled from Charlie and gave our teammate a playful glare.
 
   The other girl who shook her head gave a shrug when Linda looked at her questioningly. “I’ve got church in the morning.”
 
   “Wow,” Linda mumbled disappointedly, and then glanced over at Victoria and I. “Vic? Jordan? How about you?”
 
   By this time I’d finished taking off all my gear, and was in the process of putting my short shorts back on when Linda invited us. I beamed as I finished tugging them and then my flannel shirt on, and gave an excited nod. “I’m in.” Then as I pulled my hair back into a messy ponytail I gave Victoria a look that told her she had better say ‘yes.’
 
   Even though I shot her the look, I knew she liked dancing as much as I did, so it didn’t take long for her to nod in agreement. “Yeah, sure, I’ll go.”
 
   Victoria was ready to leave when I pulled on my sneakers, so I chugged the rest of the beer Charlie had given me and tossed it in the trash. Austin was outside the locker room waiting for us when we left, and he came over to give Victoria a kiss hello.
 
   “What, no hug?” she joked as we continued to walk out to the parking lot.
 
   He grabbed her hand affectionately, but winced at the thought of a hug. “You’re all sweaty.”
 
   “Wimp,” Victoria chuckled. “Hey, we’re going to The L.”
 
   “Okay.” Austin shrugged, and then tossed his head to get his long brown hair out of his matching brown eyes. “You going too, Jordan?”
 
   I adjusted the straps of the enormous hockey bag I had draped over my back, nodding. The rest of the walk to the parking lot I let Victoria and Austin have their moments. When we finally got there I opened the trunk of my black sedan and threw the bag into it, then put my stick into the back seat. I was about to get in when Victoria, who’d parked right in front of me, waved to get my attention.
 
   “Hey,” she called, already halfway in her car. “We’ll follow you to your sister’s and then all drive together in my car.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow, even though she probably couldn’t see it under the dim of the streetlamp. “Okay, but why don’t we just go straight to the club?”
 
   “Because anytime you get drunk you end up going home with some random girl,” she said, mouth turning up in a smirk. “At least this way, tomorrow I don’t have to drive to pick you up and take you all the way back there to your car. I can just pick you up and take you home.”
 
   I was about to protest the change in pattern, but then I realized she was right. Instead, I gave a playfully flattered grin. “You’re such a good friend.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” She waved me off and finished getting into her car.
 
   Following the plan, I drove the eight minutes to my sister’s apartment and parked in my usual spot on the street. Part of me wished there was time to go upstairs for a quick shower, but I couldn’t keep Victoria and Austin waiting, so giving up that wish I jumped into the back seat of her car. The ride was quiet for a few minutes except for the radio, which played quite loudly from the front seat, until Austin turned around to face me.
 
   “Let me ask you something,” he started, pulling at his seatbelt so he could turn all the way around. “What’s your secret?” I chuckled at the glare Victoria shot him, but my dark blue eyes must have shown my confusion. “Pimp much?”
 
   I laughed even harder now as Victoria’s glare turned into a full-blown grimace, but Austin pretended not to notice. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Everybody loves a cute lesbian?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s true,” Austin agreed dazedly, eyes glazing as if he was daydreaming. He smirked when Victoria caught his tone and pretended she was going to punch him in the arm. “Just kidding, babe. But seriously, I was just wondering, because you’re single and you get laid more than I do.” This time Victoria did hit him, and he mouthed the word ‘ow’ as he rubbed out his arm.
 
   My mouth dropped, and my voice gained a teasingly surprised tone. “Vic, do you use sex as leverage?”
 
   “No,” she growled quietly, though in the glare of the dashboard’s lights I could see her cheeks tint to almost the same color as her auburn-red hair. I almost snorted with laughter when Austin turned just enough to nod his head at me, earning another glare from the girl beside him.
 
   “Sorry, bud, not everyone’s as charming as me.” I patted him comfortingly on the shoulder. Then I leaned forward as if to whisper in his ear, but spoke loud enough so Victoria could still hear. “But here’s a little tip. Vic loves back rubs. Quickest way into her pants.” I winked at him. Now Victoria turned to scowl at me, but I was having too much fun embarrassing her to stop. “Seriously, she could hardly keep ‘em on for me, and you know how straight she is.”
 
   He was laughing hard now, and he grinned excitedly as he pounded his fist against mine. “Thanks for the advice.”
 
   “Oh my God.” Victoria covered her face with one of her hands, shaking her head in exasperation. “How about I just drop you two off at the club so you can pick up chicks together?”
 
   Teasing even further, I shrugged and nodded, but Austin leaned over and pulled her head to plant a rough kiss on her cheek. “You know I love you.” Victoria smiled happily now that Austin wasn’t picking on her, but she’d done it too soon. “Besides, what luck would I have at a gay club?” I tried to stop a snicker, which only ended up coming out in a snort, and Victoria gave a defeated sigh. 
 
   We arrived at the club a few minutes later, and after waiting in line outside for about twenty minutes made it in. Since Austin agreed to be the designated driver, the first place Victoria and I hit was the bar. Then after finding a few of the girls from our team we danced for a couple hours. Going back to the bar every once in a while for another shot, it didn’t take long until I had a bit more than a pleasant buzz going on. Eventually we split from the rest of the group, and after a little while longer I split from Victoria and Austin, but that didn’t stop me from dancing and making the occasional trip back to the bar.
 
    
 
   September 4
 
    
 
   I woke the next morning feeling like I hadn’t just woken up on my own, but was unable to figure out exactly what caused me to stir. It wasn’t the unfamiliar ceiling I was staring at now, or the silky green sheets that felt smooth and cooling against my naked body. It could have been the mild hangover that materialized in the form of a pounding against my temples. I lay there for a minute, trying to figure out what it was. The feel of the sheets was inconsistent across my hips, and thinking that might have been it I slid my hand beneath the covers until I reached skin, not mine. I carefully peeled back the covers to reveal a bare, slender leg, draped delicately over me.
 
   I remembered enough from the night before not to be shocked at finding myself with company, or in somebody else’s house for that matter. It wasn’t the leg that had woken me either, but it did catch my attention now. With my eyes I followed the smooth skin up to a feminine pair of hips, then a waist, a shoulder, to a gentle face half-covered by light brown hair. She’s cute, I thought to myself, and almost jumped out of my skin at a vibrating beneath my back. That’s what had woken me up! Trying not to wake the girl beside me, I reached my arm underneath me and pulled out my phone.
 
   “Wakey, wakey.” The text from Victoria flashed across the display, and I unlocked the touch screen to find that she’d texted me three more times before I’d woken up.
 
   I checked the time before messaging her back. 8:30 – a little too early if you ask me. “Morning,” I responded, and then as smoothly as possible eased the leg off of me.
 
   A light groan made me pause, but when the girl shifted herself away I sighed with relief and silently pushed myself off the bed. It took a minute to find my clothes amongst the scattered articles on the floor, but eventually I managed, and I was just pulling on my shorts when the phone vibrated in my hand.
 
   “Where you at? I’ll come get you.”
 
   Tiptoeing out of the room, I strolled down the short hall of the one-bedroom apartment to the kitchen and living room. Hoping to find what I was looking for, I made my way to the kitchen, eyes scanning every inch of the counter. A smile creased my lips when I glimpsed the pile of mail sitting neatly in the corner, and I hopped up to sit on the countertop as I picked out the first envelope. So, your name is Kristen. Below the brunette’s name was the information I was looking for.
 
   I unlocked my phone and pulled up my text messages. “136 Shady Street. Huntington Beach.”
 
   After hitting send I hopped off the counter and patted myself down in order to check my pockets. I was happy to find that my wallet was still in my shorts and I didn’t have to risk going back into the bedroom to get it. I was on my way out the door when my bare foot hit a sneaker. Oh shit, shoes. That’s what I was forgetting. The one I’d stepped on was mine, so where was the other? Knowing me I’d kicked them wildly any which direction the second I made it through the door. Under the coffee table? No. Back in the kitchen? No. Under the couch? Nope. Ah-hah! On top of the couch. I grabbed my shoe from off the back of the couch, vaguely wondering how I’d managed to get it up there in the first place, and sat down to pull it on.
 
   As I hit the cushion my phone vibrated in my pocket, so I pulled it out to read Victoria’s text. “Thanks for picking somewhere close this time :P. GPS says be there in 5.”
 
   Before getting up to leave I took a brief glance around. The small apartment was nice enough. A flat screen TV hung on the wall opposite me, and directly below it was a small bookshelf with various pictures on it instead of books. The coffee table at my knees caught my attention. That had a book on it. I turned the text so the title was facing me and read it. Ethics of Medicine. Kristin’s pre med, not bad. I pushed the book away from me with my index finger, scolding myself for even taking a curious peek. I wished I had the guts to stay for a cup of coffee, especially on those mornings I woke up with a pounding head, but I could never get over that I thought it would be awkward to stick around. Usually a name was the most I wanted to know, and I didn’t want any obligation beyond that. Not a second meeting. Not a phone call. Not even a text. What did Victoria call it? Emotionally unavailable.
 
   The door clicked shut behind me, and I strolled down the stairs to the first floor. The second I left the indoor building I had to shield my eyes with a groan, since the brightness of the sun caused my head to throb, but after a few moments I got used to it, and squinting was enough to ease the pain. I had to pause at the exit and look around, scanning the area around me for the likely place Victoria would drive to. The apartment complex was two buildings set perpendicular to each other, and I’d left through an exit that put me smack dab in the middle of them. The complex’s only parking lot stretched wide in front of the two buildings, so I made my way to the edge and sat down on the curb.
 
   A few minutes later the glimmer of a light blue car coming through the lot prompted me to stand, and when Victoria pulled up I jumped into the front seat.
 
   “Morning sunshine!” she beamed at me loudly. My ears were ringing for seconds after she finished her greeting, and whining from the annoyance I waved her off. “Have a good night?” she asked, her tone sympathetically lower as she drove away from the curb.
 
   “Mhm.” I pulled the seatbelt across my chest and buckled it with a click. “Thanks for picking me up.”
 
   “Drive-through coffee?” she suggested, to which I nodded as vigorously as my aching head would allow, letting her see my lips turn up into a wide grin. “Really, how was your night?”
 
   “It was good,” I told her, and then knowing the look I was getting, laughed at her raised eyebrow. “No, I’m not giving you any details.”
 
   “Fine,” she sighed, and after a moment glanced at me carefully. “You know, you should get a girlfriend.”
 
   With that I shrugged. “What do I need a girlfriend for?”
 
   Victoria mirrored my shrug, taking a moment to think. I could tell by the look on her face she was being careful what to say, but I also knew I didn’t like this conversation. Not now, and not the other hundred times we’d had it. But patient as I was, I was going to let her say her piece. “So you didn’t do this to yourself anymore.”
 
   Okay, that line was new. The sincerity in her voice actually made my heart drop. “What do you mean?” I gulped.
 
   “You know what I mean,” she said softly, timidly, as she shot me a side-glance, hoping I wouldn’t be mad. I wasn’t mad. I was thrown, and I’d admit it a little bit offended. I could’ve easily guessed she didn’t entirely approve of my methods of seduction, but she’d never actually said it before. “Your parents were wrong-”
 
   Now I waved my hands in the air, stopping her midsentence. “Please, Vic, don’t practice any of your psychology stuff on me right now. I’m hung-over, I’m tired, and I’m really not in the mood to talk about my mommy and daddy issues.” Even though my waving was frantic, my tone was verging on pleading.
 
   “It’s not practicing when I know what I’m talking about,” she tried to jest, but I refused to give her the satisfaction of seeing the slight smirk that tugged at the side of my mouth. “I know.” She finally nodded, and out the corner of my eye I could see her chest rise and fall in another sigh. “I just worry about you sometimes. You’re so,” she paused for a thoughtful breath, “emotionally unavailable.”
 
   That phrase was grating. It hit my ears like nails on a chalkboard, and they just kept biting that chalkboard over and over again. Anger wasn’t a choice emotion for me, but I came damn close.
 
   Victoria must have been able to tell, because she gave the cutest, most sheepish smile she could. “I’m sorry. I love you.” Then she batted her eyes at me, just like she always did when she wanted something. “Don’t kill me.”
 
   “I’m not emotionally unavailable,” I grumbled, crossing my arms over my chest.
 
   I wasn’t planning on giving a response other than that, since I really didn’t want to talk about it, and luckily I didn’t have to, because Victoria pulled into the coffee shop drive-through. When she got to the intercom she rolled down her window and waited for the employee’s voice to come through.
 
   “Hi, could I get two small coffees, and,” she paused and looked over at me, trying to judge if I could stomach food.
 
   “Carbs,” I told her as I eyed the menu. “Lots of carbs.”
 
   She laughed and turned back toward the intercom. “And two bagels with cream cheese.”
 
   As she pulled around to the window I grabbed my wallet out of my back pocket and handed her my debit card. She looked like she was going to protest, so I shoved it into her hand. “For picking me up.” At that she shrugged and took the card, handed it the cashier, and then received our items. “How was your night?” She handed me the food and my coffee, and I took out her bagel to begin spreading cream cheese on it.
 
   “It was fine,” she answered, eyes growing increasingly hungry as she watched me prepare her food. When I finally handed it to her she took a big bite.
 
   “What time did you guys leave?” Now it was time to spread cream cheese on my bagel, and I scraped out every last bit possible.
 
   Victoria gulped down what must’ve been half of her food before I took my first bite. “Right around the time you left with…”
 
   “Kristen,” I supplied through a full mouth, and washed down the bite with some coffee, wincing because it scalded my tongue. “When are you going to get me some cheap hockey gear?”
 
   “I like how the only time I can get you to come to the rink I work at is so you can get discounted stuff.” She laughed when I shrugged, unable to come up with a good excuse. “How about Friday?”
 
   A familiar apartment track came into view as Victoria rounded the corner, and she pulled up to the sidewalk near the closest building. When she stopped I jumped out of the car, turning around to lean against the doorframe. “Okay, Friday. Thanks for the ride.”
 
   She nodded and waved. “See you on campus tomorrow.”
 
   I trudged to my sister’s apartment, which was on the first floor of this building, and dug through my pocket for my keys. The front door opened up to the living room, which was only half-separated from the kitchen by a tall, long counter. On the left side of the main room a TV sat on an entertainment center against the wall, and a coffee table and black leather sofa rested in front of it. At the right side of the living room was the hallway that led to the bathroom and two bedrooms.
 
   When I walked in my twenty-six year old sister’s light head of dirty-blonde hair popped up from looking at something in the kitchen, and her blue eyes locked onto me as I strolled to the dining table.
 
   “Where have you been?” she asked shortly. “You could text me if you’re spending the night out so I don’t worry.”
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled, plopping into a chair and sipping my still hot coffee. I didn’t mind if she acted annoyed. She tried to play mom every once in a while to let me know she cared.
 
   “I don’t care if you are twenty-one-”
 
   “Two, Jamie,” I interrupted with a chuckle. “I’m twenty-two.”
 
   She sighed like that was beside the point, and to her, it really was. “I don’t care if you’re twenty-two-”
 
   “Honey?” A deep, sleep-bogged voice filtered from the hall, interrupting her again. “Where’d you go?”
 
   “In the kitchen,” she called, glancing at me as her face turned crimson.
 
   I raised my eyebrows at her, gawking in offense. “Don’t act like you missed me last night,” I teased, laughing at how the shade of her cheeks darkened.
 
   The male voice, belonging to Cameron, was more than familiar. Jamie and him had dated for three years before he finally popped the question a couple months ago. I was a little surprised to find he’d spent the night, since sleepovers were usually held at his apartment. That was because despite the fact that I wasn’t a kid anymore, it seemed Jamie still felt the need to protect me, even from knowing that her and her fiancé did the dirty, hence the blush.
 
   Jamie ignored my comment and looked me up and down. “Did you play hockey yesterday?” I nodded, and her mouth pursed in disgust. “Did you even shower yet?” A mischievous grin spread across my face, and shaking my head I widened my arms, preparing for a hug. “Don’t even think about it,” she warned, slowly starting to back away. I stood up from my seat, arms still stretched wide, and inched closer. “Jordan, don’t you dare.” Fortunately, I was blocking the only way out of the kitchen and she was trapped. I rushed forward to wrap my arms around her, and even though she’s a couple inches taller than me, picked her up and squeezed her. “Jordan!” she shrieked, desperately fighting against me and trying to wriggle out of my grasp.
 
   “What is going on out here?” Cameron staggered out of the hallway, short brown hair going every which direction and rubbing his half-closed gray eyes. All he had on was a pair of sweatpants and socks, and he rested his bare arms on the kitchen counter, smiling when he saw the assault on Jamie. “Oh, hey, Jordan.”
 
   I grinned at him and, deciding that my sister had had enough torture, released her from the hug. “You smell like sweat and booze,” she grumbled angrily, straightening up and flattening out her t-shirt and pants with a disgusted look on her face, before turning her gaze on Cameron. “Babe, go put a shirt on.”
 
   He sighed and pulled his arms off the counter. 
 
   “I don’t mind!” I told Jamie, laughing as her face once again turned red, this time because of her half-naked beau. “Cameron’s my inspiration to stay in shape.”
 
   “Hey, thanks, J.” He grinned his appreciation, but turned back toward the bedroom anyway, flexing while he made his way down the hall. Cameron had been a swimmer in high school, but loved it so much he continued to swim every morning, which gave him his lean, muscular figure. I’d decided years ago that if I were a guy, I’d want to look like him.
 
   When Cameron disappeared, Jamie turned her eyes back on me, waiting for me to do something. I knew she was watching me, but instead of making eye contact I glanced around the room. My gaze hit the coffee table in front of the couch and, curious, I made my way over. It was littered with pictures, ninety-five percent of them being of a small blond toddler, with enormous blue eyes and barely a full set of teeth smiling happily at the camera. As I sunk into the couch I grabbed one of the pictures, lightly running my fingers over the child’s face while Jamie sat down next to me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she apologized quietly, hand resting on my back. “I was going to clean up last night, but-”
 
   “No,” I stopped her, and set the picture down to pick up another. “I want to see them. Please, don’t ever hide them from me.” I stared at the new image I held in my hands, fighting the sting of a tear in my eye. “His hair is getting so long.”
 
   The toddler in the pictures I only knew from photographs, usually just tiny ones in Jamie’s phone. I’d come out to my parents the day after I turned eighteen, and had waited so long to do it because I could’ve predicted their reactions. I knew they’d be disappointed, and definitely angry, but I hadn’t prepared myself for being kicked out. Not even legal adulthood could have prepared me for the pain of being disowned by the only people life guarantees should always love you. Fortunately for me, Jamie had known about it for a long time, and since she was older she was already moved out, and welcomed me with open arms.
 
   At the time I was kicked out, my mother had been two months pregnant. It was hard hearing Jamie talk all the time about how round she was getting and about all the possible baby names. Just like Jamie would get to, I wanted nothing more than to see him, to watch him grow up and spoil him with toys and hugs. So when our little brother, Justin, was born, I assumed seven months of no contact had been long enough for my parents to get over the fact that I was gay. Only, I was wrong. When I’d tried to visit soon after his birth they closed the door in my face, angrily telling me they didn’t want their son anywhere near a pervert. All I’d ever seen of Justin was photographs and the occasional home video. For the last four years I’d had to watch him grow through pictures.
 
   “He’s starting preschool tomorrow.” Jamie smiled, picking up another picture and studying it fondly. “He’s so excited.”
 
   I laughed, having to cover my mouth with my hand when it nearly came out a sob, and hastily wiped away a tear that had forced its way out. “He doesn’t even know I exist.”
 
   “Now, that’s not true,” Jamie said, and grinned proudly when I cast her a curious, watery-eyed look. “I make sure I mention you. Mom hates it when I do,” she paused to wrap an arm around my shoulders and pull me into a hug, “but I want him to know about his other big sister.”
 
   I leaned into her as another tear fell. “You’re the best.”
 
   “When Mom cuts the cord enough to let me babysit,” she started, rubbing my arm and then releasing me from the hug, “I’ll bring him around here so he can finally meet you.”
 
   I nodded, albeit hesitantly. We both knew the only reason our mother didn’t let Jamie babysit was because she was aware I still lived with Jamie. Until she was sure that I wouldn’t be around, I could be pretty sure she’d never let Jamie take him for the day. With a deep, calming breath, I set the picture back on the table and stood. That was enough emotion for me for the day. 
 
   “I guess I’ll go shower now.”
 
   When I finally got in, the hot water on my body and the steam that filled the bathroom worked wonders on my head, and by the time I was done showering I felt completely rejuvenated. Though physically I felt better, emotionally I couldn’t get Justin out of my head. When I stepped out and had wrapped the towel around me, I used my hand to wipe the condensation from the mirror. A full head of soaking blonde hair and dark blue eyes stared sadly back at me. Maybe Victoria was right... At the thought I shook my head. Even if it was true, I couldn’t agree. Acknowledging it meant admitting it, and admitting it meant having to do something about it.
 
   I was just finishing up brushing my teeth when Jamie knocked on the door. “Hey, me and Cameron are leaving for church. We’ll be back later.”
 
   Church? I flung the door open, startling Jamie and causing her to jump back. “Is it Sunday?” She nodded, not even able to finish the action before I flew past her, desperately holding the towel around me so the wind of my speed wouldn’t knock it off. “I was supposed to be at work at nine!”
 
   I wasn’t even paying attention to if they’d left or not as I rummaged through the dresser in my room, looking for my work uniform. I pulled out my purple bookstore shirt and threw it on, frantically getting ready as fast as I could. Of all the days I could’ve picked to be late for work, I had to pick a day that I didn’t even have a good excuse. It wasn’t just that my boss loved to make an example out of me whenever I messed up, but today my mood was not solid enough to deal with getting yelled at. Again.
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   I was in the passenger seat as Victoria pulled into the parking lot of her hockey rink, and I was surprised to find that this one was completely indoors. After playing at the outdoor rink last weekend I hadn’t thought too much about whether or not all inline rinks were outdoors, but apparently they weren’t. Through the all-glass front of the facility there were two visible rinks, but it looked like the building stretched farther back, so it was quite possible there was another one hidden inside. It was still pretty early in the day, being only four o’clock in the afternoon, and the parking lot was nearly empty. From what Victoria explained, most rinks didn’t operate until around five in the afternoon when the first games started, but the pro shop here was open all day.
 
   The sun was beating down on us while we got out of the car, reminding me of the biggest reason I often wore short shorts. As I followed Victoria through the glass doors of the building we were hit by a blast of icy air that almost sent chills down my spine, but after the shock wore off it felt good. The entrance opened up to a large area with the front desk on the left and a set of doors leading to the pro shop on the right. Farther down was a long walkway, lined on either side with bleachers and a rink. On the other sides of the rinks, the walls of the building were lined with locker rooms and what looked like a couple offices. From where we stood at the entrance, there was definitely a visible third arena back behind the other two.
 
   Victoria glanced around the seemingly empty building, and hearing some movement from one of the rinks led me over to the open door. “Working hard, or hardly working?” she playfully greeted a man bent over the floor as she stepped onto the rink.
 
   It looked like he’d been pulling up a broken plastic tile, and at hearing a voice he yanked it all the way from the ground before looking over. His tanned forehead glistened with sweat beneath his black hair, and his brown eyes shifted from me to Victoria. “Hey, what’s up, Vic?”
 
   “This is my friend, Jordan.” Victoria pointed at me, and then back to him. “Jordan, this is my boss, Mitch.”
 
   “Nice to meet you.” I smiled and stuck out a hand for him to shake.
 
   “You too.” He stood, and wiped his own hand on his jeans before taking mine. “You two going to skate?”
 
   “No, actually, Jordan needs some gear,” Victoria told him, deliberately looking back toward the store. “Is there anyone in the shop?”
 
   He followed her gaze to the front and tiredly put his hands on his hips, leaning back as he yelled, “Becks!” His voice echoed over the rink, and we all waited a second to see if someone would appear. When nobody did, he yelled again. “Taylor!” This time a girl strolled out of the pro shop, raising her hands questioningly in the air. “Yeah, Taylor’s in there.”
 
   “Thanks, Mitch,” Victoria said gratefully, and began to lead me off the rink so Mitch could return to working on the cracked floor.
 
   I followed her into the pro shop, where the girl who’d appeared was behind a tool counter, taking the wheels off a pair of skates. On the wall behind her was a display of various types of inline and goalie skates, and on the same wall nearby was the massive selection of wheels they had for sale. The rest of the shop floor was covered with racks of jerseys, pants, helmets, and other kinds of gear, while there was a small sitting area just to the left of the entrance.
 
   “Hey, Taylor.” Victoria waved as we made our way over to the counter.
 
   The girl looked up at us from under her royal blue trucker hat, and smiled hello at Victoria. Being able to see her better now, I could tell she was the defender for Misconducts, the one I couldn’t get by during the game and who’d helped break up the fight that Holly got into. She was wearing a black, long-sleeved shirt with her team’s logo on the front in a blue that matched the hat. The sleeves of the shirt were pushed halfway up her arms, revealing a full sleeve tattoo on her right arm that stopped just above her wrist. Her at least half-Latin descent gave her sparkling brown eyes, dark brown hair that was pulled into a messy bun behind her hat, and bronze skin that seemed to glow under the bright blue of her clothing.
 
   When Victoria got her attention she put the skate down and made her way from the tool counter to the sales counter. Resting her hands on the corner of it and leaning forward, she waited for Victoria to say something else. Now that she was closer, under the tan of her skin I could just make out light freckles that dotted her nose and the tops of her cheeks, and I couldn’t help but think how cute they were.
 
   “My friend needs some skates,” Victoria told her, eyes darting across the dozens on the wall. Then she tapped me with the back of her hand. “See any you like?”
 
   Yeah sure, that eight hundred dollar pair was looking pretty good, but hell if I could spend that much. I glanced from the skates to the girl behind the counter, and one of her eyebrows rose curiously, like she knew I had a question. “I don’t want to spend more than four hundred. Which ones are the best for that kind of money?”
 
   She grabbed her bottom lip thoughtfully between her teeth, and turned around to lean back against the counter and look at the wall. After another moment of thought she stretched for a skate pretty high up and pulled it down, setting it on the counter in front of me. I picked it up and turned it over in my hands. It was definitely lighter than the pair I’d worn for the tournament, and it didn’t look too bad either. It was a sleek black with highlights of red throughout the boot. I flicked one of the wheels with my finger and watched it spin, and after about seven seconds of it not slowing down I had to stop it on my own. Since I’d always ice skated, I didn’t know what to look for in a skate other than weight, but Taylor seemed confident in the decision, and Victoria didn’t have any protests.
 
   “Want to try on a pair?” Victoria asked, taking the skate from me to give it a onceover.
 
   I nodded as she handed it back to Taylor, and then watched as Taylor pulled back the tongue to point at the tag underneath. Her finger tapped the tag for a few seconds before I noticed she was pointing to the size, and realized she was asking mine.
 
   “Oh, size seven please.”
 
   The girl turned to go into the back and grab my size, and I followed Victoria to the seats nearby, finding myself wondering why Taylor hadn’t said a word to us. Assuming Victoria would know since they worked together, I looked back to make sure the girl wasn’t in earshot before asking, “hey, what’s the deal?”
 
   Victoria appeared confused while we both took a seat. “Deal with what?”
 
   “Taylor?” I said expectantly, giving her a look like she should know what I was talking about. “Is she shy or something?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered with a shrug. “I know she talks to Mitch, I think, but I’ve never really seen her talk to anyone aside from that, unless she has to.”
 
   “How does she,” I saw Taylor pass the door in back and then disappear on the other side, still looking for the skates, so I lowered my voice to a whisper, “help customers in here if she doesn’t talk to them?”
 
   “She doesn’t usually work in here, aside from doing inventory. She mostly does paperwork or manages the game schedule,” Victoria explained, eyes occasionally looking for the girl too. “You know, organizing stuff. I think Mitch would be lost without her.”
 
   I nodded in acknowledgement, but couldn’t respond because Taylor came out of the back now with a box in her hands, and I kicked off my shoes in preparation for trying the skates on. She set the box on an empty chair next to me, grabbed the first skate, and pulled out the brown paper that had been stuck into the boot. Then, with the skate in hand, she knelt in front of me and held it up so I could get my foot in.
 
   After I put my foot in and while she laced it up I watched her curiously, trying to figure her out. My first impression had been that she was shy, but now I didn’t think that was the case. Most timid people I’d met in my life talked a little bit, but didn’t make eye contact, and their body language portrayed their insecurity. Every so often while Taylor tied my skates her head would lift enough for her brown eyes to lock on mine for just a second from underneath the bill of her hat, and then she’d go back to watching the laces in her hands. She couldn’t be shy.
 
   My second thought was that maybe she was way too apathetic, and perhaps a little bit stuck up, but she was too helpful for that to be. An apathetic person wouldn’t kneel on the ground and tie the skates when I was perfectly capable of doing it myself, which she knew since I’d played against her last weekend, unless she’d forgotten who I was. Nor would an apathetic person be holding out a hand to me as Taylor was now, offering to help me out of my seat. She had definitely piqued my curiosity. So much so that Victoria cleared her throat at me as I now stood on the skates, eyes still locked on the girl in the blue hat.
 
   “How do you like them?” Victoria asked, both of us watching Taylor’s back as she, uncomfortable that I’d been staring at her, retreated to the back room of the pro shop. When she disappeared from sight Victoria slapped me in the arm with the back of her hand, angrily whispering in case Taylor could still hear us. “Don’t even think about it. I know that look. You get that look when you’re on the prowl.”
 
   “Ow,” I whined, rubbing my arm where she’d smacked me. “I wasn’t doing anything. I’m just curious, that’s all.”
 
   Clearly not believing me, Victoria sighed and rolled her eyes. “What do you think of the skates?”
 
   Before answering I coasted around the chairs on the cement floor a couple times, and then stopped in the same spot in front of her. “They’re fine, I like them.”
 
   She watched me as I sat back down and began to undo the laces. “Do you want to try on any more before you get them?”
 
   I shook my head and pulled off the first one. “No, it’s okay. I don’t want to think any more about the money I’m paying because you want to spend every minute of your life with me.”
 
   My teasing only caused her to grin victoriously. “Yeah, your gayness works to my advantage sometimes.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked with a chuckle as I pulled off the other skate and began to put my shoes back on.
 
   “I know you’re secretly in love me.” She winked playfully.
 
   “Oh yeah, that,” I agreed, overly sarcastic and sealing that sarcasm with an eye roll.
 
   After I set the box of skates on the counter I let Victoria drag me over to the helmet section. It only took about a minute of looking before she grabbed a box labeled ‘small’ with a black helmet inside and pulled it out, shoving it roughly onto my head. Wincing and then glaring that she found it funny, I waved her hands away so I could do the straps on my own, gently.
 
   Even though I’d managed to do that part painlessly, the second I had it buckled she grabbed the cage and gave it a hard shake. “It feels loose. You have the tiniest head.”
 
   “You’re abusive,” I grumbled, straightening the now crooked helmet back on my head while she just giggled. “Yeah, it feels a little big.”
 
   “I think we can adjust it though,” she said thoughtfully, and then waved for me to follow her to the counter. “Becks?” she called politely as we reached it. When Taylor appeared, she pointed to the helmet. “Do you have a screwdriver?”
 
   Taylor nodded, and grabbed a screwdriver from the tool counter before coming around to stand directly in front of me. I almost flinched when she reached up to grab the helmet, but then remembering it was only Victoria who was rough, I remained still. Taylor held the helmet in place with her right hand and loosened the screws with her left, putting me in a perfect position to look at the bottom half of her tattoo. It was colorful, with mostly blacks and whites, blues, and hints of purple making up what looked like a solar system with a few different colored planets. The focus of the tattoo, however, was a constellation, that if I recalled correctly was the zodiac sign for Aquarius, with what must be a birthdate swirled beneath it. As she finished adjusting the size of the helmet and pulled her arms away I caught a glimpse of another constellation, half hidden by the sleeve of her shirt, making me wonder how many there were.
 
   Now that the helmet had been adjusted, I gave my head a shake, smiling happily that it rested securely on my head. “Feels good.” While I took it off and put it back in the box, I grinned appreciatively at Taylor. “Thanks.”
 
   She nodded and gave a small smile while she rang up the items, and at seeing the final five hundred dollar price I turned to Victoria and gawked, “you are so buying me dinner tonight.”
 
   “I work tonight,” she laughed, pulling out her cellphone to check the time. “Actually, I work in less than an hour.” I finished signing the receipt, and after giving Taylor another thankful smile we made our way to the exit. “You know what we can do though? Let’s go get food, and then you can hang out with me in the scorekeeper’s box while I work.”
 
   I opened the passenger door of her car, throwing my new goodies in the back seat before I hopped in. “You sure that’s okay?”
 
   “Yeah, Mitch doesn’t care as long as I don’t get too distracted.” Victoria shrugged nonchalantly. “What are you in the mood for?”
 
   “Definitely some Chinese takeout,” I answered almost instantly.
 
   She grinned. “It’s like you’re reading my mind.”
 
   When we got back to the rink after picking up our dinner, Victoria directed me to the scorekeeper’s box on the back side of the second rink to wait for her while she went to grab the electronic control box. By the time she grabbed the box and came to sit down with me at her station there were already players on the rink, warming up for the game. I watched her hook up the control box and put in a warm up time that, after she hit enter, flashed on the large scoreboard above the rink.
 
   “There’s so many buttons,” I mused as I studied the device, which was similar to a computer keyboard only with numbers and brightly colored buttons, some with entire phrases on them.
 
   Victoria laughed and gave a shrug. “I only use like eight of them. See, home score and away score.” She pointed to two of the buttons, one blue and the other yellow, and then to two more buttons with plus one and minus one on them. “Then you can add or subtract one. Then you have home and away penalty buttons, and you use the same plus one for a two minute penalty, see?” She pointed to the plus one button, showing me that it had two minutes in small print below the number one. “Then there’s time,” she pointed to another key, “just put it in with the numbers and press enter. Pretty easy.”
 
   While I nodded to her explanation I pulled her to-go box out of the plastic bag and set it in front of her, then grabbed my own. With the sound of the buzzer at the end of warm up, Victoria put in the amount of time for the period, waited for the ref to drop the first puck to start the clock, and then began to dig in to her food. It didn’t seem like she was paying too much attention to the game and was focusing more on eating, but I underestimated her multi-tasking skills, because every time there was a shot on goal, she marked a tick on her score sheet.
 
   “You really have to keep track of shots?” I asked in shock, swallowing an enormous bite of orange chicken.
 
   She laughed, shoving some chow mein into her mouth. “Yeah. This might be the beer league, but some of these guys take it seriously.”
 
   At the sound of a whistle alerting Victoria to a goal, she glanced up at the clock to record the time it was scored at on the score sheet, and then entered it using the buttons she’d showed me while a ref came over to the glass.
 
   The ref pressed his mouth to a small hole in the glass so Victoria could hear him. “Twenty-seven with the goal, number one with the assist.”
 
   Victoria nodded while he skated away and recorded the players’ numbers, offering an explanation when she noticed me leaning over curiously. “We keep records of the goals and post them on the rink’s website. Makes it more fun I guess.”
 
   “Really?” Curious to see it, I pulled out my cellphone and opened up the Internet browser. “What’s that team you play for, not the tournament team?” I asked her, knowing she also played in a recreational league during the week.
 
   “It’s posted by league,” she told me, marking another tally for a shot on goal. “You’ll see my name on there. The Tuesday night gold league.”
 
   Following her information, I pulled up the rink’s website and searched for the league she played in. “It’s coed?” I asked, surprised to see male names in the stats.
 
   She nodded, but couldn’t answer because another goal was scored, and she busied herself with pressing buttons and recording numbers. A couple seconds later, as I was scrolling down to find her name, she responded. “Most teams are only men. Speaking of which – this season is just starting up. Do you want to play with us? It’s some of the girls from Cyclones and a few guys.”
 
   “You love making me spend money, don’t you?” I asked with a playful glare, to which she did some signature eye batting. “Yeah, I’ll play.” Not finding Victoria’s name the first time through, I scrolled back to the top of the page, where a familiar name at the very top of the list caught my eye. “Dude, how is Taylor Becks top scorer in the whole league? Doesn’t she play defense?”
 
   “Don’t tell me you’re surprised,” Victoria chuckled. “You saw how much she kicks ass in the tournament last weekend, and she was just coasting.”
 
   Still in shock, I shook my head and put my phone back in my pocket. “How is she so good? That’s not natural.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure she’s always here, playing,” she told me, and then emphasized again, “always.”
 
   Done eating and too full to even sit straight, I closed the lid of my takeout box and pushed it aside. Then I stared through the glass of the rink toward the front desk, where I could barely see the top of a royal blue hat from behind a computer screen. “For real, what’s the deal with her?”
 
   “I really don’t know.” Victoria shrugged and followed my gaze to the front desk. “She just doesn’t talk to anyone, except Mitch. The only time she’s ever said anything to me was when I first started working here and nobody else was around to tell me how to work this thing.” She pointed to the control box.
 
   “She doesn’t talk to anyone,” I repeated, mostly to myself, and my eyes followed Taylor as she got up from the front desk to walk into the pro shop. “What does psych-major-Vic have to say about that?”
 
   Again, Victoria shrugged. “I mean, she can talk, so she’s not mute. The only thing I can think of is trauma or something, but even then, from what I’ve studied, most people who don’t talk because of trauma don’t speak to anyone, and it’s usually kids. And I know she talks to Mitch pretty regularly. So I don’t really know.”
 
   “And you call me emotionally unavailable?” I asked sarcastically, and Victoria just rolled her eyes at me. “Are her and Mitch like… you know, together?”
 
   It took Victoria a second to catch my tone, but when she did she vigorously shook her head. “Oh no, if anything he’s more like a big brother, or a dad even. And I’m pretty sure she’s into girls.”
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   Victoria held up a finger for me to wait one second because another goal was scored, and when she was done recording the information she continued. “Well, you know how we travel for tournaments?” I nodded. “One tournament, after the games, we went to a club like we usually do, and she was there with some of the Misconducts. Long story short, I saw her leave with a girl that I didn’t recognize from hockey.”
 
   My eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “How does she pick up girls if she doesn’t talk to them?”
 
   “Hell if I know,” Victoria laughed. “But don’t all girls love the silent mysterious type?”
 
   “I guess,” I chuckled, imagining how I could see myself falling for something like that. “So she hooks up.”
 
   The buzzer for the end of the period went off, and Victoria put in a minute for break before turning to face me. “I wouldn’t say she hooks up. Past few years we’ve been to plenty of travel tournaments, and I’ve seen her out a few times, and that was the only time I ever saw her leave with someone.”
 
   “That’s so weird,” I said thoughtfully, and then thinking that that could have been taken in a derogatory way added, “like, weird in an interesting way.”
 
   “Sure, I guess,” was the apathetic answer I got from Victoria.
 
   “You’re not at all intrigued by it?” I asked, somewhat shocked.
 
   “It’s interesting, but obviously she doesn’t want people knowing about her life, so I’m not going to dwell on it,” Victoria answered, and then took a thoughtful breath. “Besides, I tried talking to her when I first started working here because I used to be curious, but you can’t crack her. She’ll sit there and listen to you all day and not say a single thing.” I nodded, eyes fixed on the door where Taylor had disappeared, enthralled. “Anyway, enough about Becks. First game of the season is on Tuesday, at eight.”
 
   I tore my gaze away from the pro shop to focus on Victoria. Even though I managed to give her my attention, however, in the back of my mind I was still wondering about Taylor Becks. Never before had I heard of someone choosing not to talk, and I could feel a part of me just dying to know why.
 
    
 
   September 13
 
    
 
   I pulled up to the rink Tuesday night and strolled into the building with my enormous hockey bag hanging off my back. There were computer screens at the front desk with all the games listed on them, so I made my way over, trying to decipher the list to find out where I needed to go. Mitch was at the front desk talking on the phone, and when he hung up and I still hadn’t figured it out, he tried to help.
 
   “You’re Vic’s friend, right?” he asked, coming over to the side of the front desk where the display screens were, and I nodded. “What was your name again?”
 
   “Jordan,” I told him, and he nodded in remembrance. “She didn’t even tell me the team name.”
 
   “Figures,” he laughed, leaning over so he could see the screens that were facing outward.
 
   As he searched, Taylor came out of the small office behind the front desk and sat in a chair near the phone. I tried not to stare when she did, but I managed to take in her attire before she noticed I was watching. Same style of skinny jeans she’d been wearing the other day, just slightly baggy from her shins to her ankles, with a red shirt under a black zip-up jacket. Her layered hair, which now was down and straightened, fell to her shoulder blades. She wore a different hat today, which was all black and instead of being a trucker style was a flat-billed ball cap.
 
   When Mitch found what he was looking for, he pointed. “Pansy Slappers. Locker room three, and you’re going to be on the first rink right here.”
 
   “Pansy Slappers,” I scoffed, shaking my head in embarrassment. “You’re kidding me.”
 
   Mitch laughed, and at the same time I also heard Taylor give a quiet chuckle at the team name. So, she has a sense of humor. “Afraid not,” he told me, still smiling to himself.
 
   “Alright, thanks.” I turned for the locker rooms.
 
   When I arrived at room three I pushed open the door and searched for Victoria, who grinned when she saw me. She shoved aside some of the gear that she’d laid across the bench next to her to clear a spot for me, and I made my way to sit down, dropping my bag with a thud.
 
   “Here, Nick gave me your gear for Cyclones.” She reached into her bag and pulled out the pair of hockey pants, gloves, and one dark and one light jersey that she promised I’d get from the Cyclones’ sponsors.
 
   “Sweet. Then here,” I started, reaching into my own bag, pulling out all the gear I’d borrowed from the team, and throwing it messily on Victoria’s bag, “is all your stuff.”
 
   “Gee, thanks,” she grumbled, kicking away the items so she could get into her bag.
 
   “Hey, Vic.” One of the guys in the locker room threw a ball of tape at her to get her attention, and then pointed at me. “You going to introduce your girl?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she said, and spoke loudly so everyone could hear. “This is Jordan.” Then, talking to me, she went around pointing at a few of the girls on one side of the locker room. “You already know Charlie, Grace, and Holly.” Then she pointed to four guys on the opposite side. “This is Tommy, Jeff, that goon is Phil, and the goalie over there is Ben.”
 
   Each of the guys waved and said ‘nice to meet you,’ and then everyone went back to putting on their gear. Since I was the last one into the locker room I was the last one to finish getting ready, and by the time I made it onto the rink there were only thirty seconds left of warm up time. When the game started I sat the first shift out, and by the time I’d served three shifts and the period was almost over, nobody had scored yet. So when I stepped onto the rink at the beginning of the second period, I was determined to get at least one goal.
 
   I lined up at the faceoff against a guy from the other team, and the moment the ref dropped the puck I hit it forward. Racing past the player I picked up the puck, already also past the other two players who’d lined up parallel to me on the outsides of the faceoff circle. All that was left was the final defenseman. As I neared him I gently sent the puck between his legs and gained a burst of speed, and picking it up on the other side of him I had a clear shot on goal. Bringing back my stick for a wind up I coasted right, then sent the puck sailing at the top right corner of the net, dropping my head in disappointment when the goalie gloved it.
 
   The ref retrieved the puck from the goalie and we all lined up for another faceoff, this time close to the other team’s net. I let the other offense man from my team take it while I lined up on the inside, directly in front of the goalie, watching intently as the ref dropped the puck. My teammate managed to send it backward to our defense, which then sent it up the boards and behind the net. I got behind the net right as the puck did, and stopped with my back almost against the boards, cradling it on my stick and watching for some kind of opportunity. My teammates were lining up in position, trying to get open for a pass, each covered by one of the other team’s players.
 
   Then the player who was supposed to be guarding me started to come around the net. My back was too close to the boards for him to go behind, so I knew he was going to try to pick up the puck while he passed between the net and I. Right as he got to me and was about to take a swipe, I tapped the puck forward, ricocheting it off the bottom of the goal and around him while he went skating by. Now was my chance. As I caught the puck I noticed the goalie was eyeing his player to see if he’d managed to get it from me, meaning I only had a second to act. A second was all it took as I shot forward. Leading with my stick I cut a tight circle to the front edge of the net, and slammed the puck in with a wraparound goal.
 
   The ref pointed his hand at the net and blew his whistle, and I skated to the bench for a shift change, getting pats on the back from my teammates. Near the end of the period the other team managed to score, but by the end of the game I and another of my teammates had scored again, bringing us a three-to-one win. Even though we were the victors, I coasted back to the locker room feeling less than celebratory.
 
   I slumped onto the bench next to Victoria, and she watched me wince while I peeled off my skates. “I should’ve broken these in slower.”
 
   She sympathetically sucked in air through her teeth when I took off my socks, revealing four large blisters, one on each side of my heels. “At least they’ll be broken in for the tournament in a few weeks,” she offered hopefully.
 
   “Yeah, if my feet don’t fall off first,” I laughed, tossing my socks, which now had light blood stains on them, into the trash.
 
   One of the guys, Jeff, leaned over to look at it. “Shit bro. That looks nasty.”
 
   “Thanks, bro,” I copied playfully.
 
   “So…” Victoria started, eyeing me carefully, “does this mean you’re not going to scrimmage this weekend?” 
 
   I shot her a look, but didn’t say anything because Tommy, who’d also been looking at my blisters, came to my defense. “No she’s not. We’re playing the first place team next week and we need her in tippy top.” Victoria sighed disappointedly, but didn’t protest.
 
   “Dear God, the things I put up with for you,” I whined, grimacing while I eased my stinging feet into my sneakers. Victoria just grinned, batting those big blue eyes triumphantly.
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   September 20
 
    
 
   The PowerPoint slide the professor had been lecturing off of for the past hour was now nothing but a bright blur in my vision, and his voice a muffled hum. He was talking about some book. What was it again? A glance at the papers on my desk sparked a memory through my boredom. Okay, maybe he was talking about poetry. Whatever it was I couldn’t have cared less. I thought this general education stuff was crap anyway. What does a finance major want with a literature class? That’s why I’d pushed it all off until my second to last semester of college.
 
   It wasn’t just that English was my worst subject, but Tuesdays were my busiest days at school. My first class started at eight in the morning, and if it wasn’t bad enough starting the day with an accounting class, there was a class on tax auditing right after that. Then, just in case I wasn’t miserable enough, after literature I got to go to business statistics. After having to be up early for class, sitting here listening to some guy talk about poetry was putting me to sleep, and I didn’t have anything exciting to look forward to afterward.
 
   “What about you,” the professor paused to look at his attendance sheet, “Jordan, what do you think?”
 
   Ah, shit. Being called on tore me from my staring marathon, and my heart skipped nervously as the PowerPoint came into focus. Blinking away my indifference, I lifted my head from being propped up in my hand and closed my mouth, which had been hanging open lethargically.
 
   “Sorry, what?”
 
   A slight smirk turned up the corner of the professor’s mouth. He probably called on me because he knew I wasn’t listening. “What do you think Shakespeare’s doing with this sonnet?”
 
   One of the students on the other side of the room straightened excitedly, and I could tell her hand wanted to shoot up. Surely this was an easy question. The girl over there knew it, why didn’t he call on her?
 
   “Declaring his love?” I said unsurely. We were talking about poetry, right? That seemed like a safe answer.
 
   “Okay.” The professor nodded slightly, chuckling in amusement as I obviously took the easy way out. But he didn’t let up. “And what’s different about the way he’s doing it?”
 
   My eyes darted from him to the slide, and I skimmed the sonnet, trying to read it for the first time. This was so humiliating. I could feel all eyes on me, waiting for me to come up with an answer. I could also feel my cheeks starting to burn red. What’s different? The sonnet was riddled with words like summer, wind, and other natural stuff.
 
   So I took a stab. “He’s using nature?”
 
   He made an unimpressed grimace, and after a moment of thought turned to the rest of the class. “What do you guys think?”
 
   The girl who’d been waiting to answer since I’d been called on threw her hand in the air, and the professor pointed to her expectantly. “Most poets compared their lover to the beauty of nature, but Shakespeare is saying the beauty of nature has a time limit.”
 
   “Good,” the professor grinned. “Can you elaborate for me?”
 
   Then the girl looked over at me with a smug smile before shifting straighter in her chair to supply a deeper answer. I just rolled my eyes and tuned them out again, grumpily leaning back in my seat and crossing my arms over my chest. Hope she has fun being the teacher’s pet. I sat there for another torturous fifteen minutes before class was finally over, and after making it out of the room I booked it to the other side of campus and to the table I always met Victoria at for lunch, stopping to get an iced tea from the vending machine on the way.
 
   Throwing my backpack on top of the table I collapsed into the seat across from her, burying my face in my arms as she laughed knowingly. “Have a good time in lit class?”
 
   “Shoot me,” I grumbled. Then, sitting up straight as a board, I folded my hands across the tabletop and spoke in an annoyingly high and preppy voice. “Um, excuse me professor, but Shakespeare is like, such a genius, and if you read one more sonnet I might get so excited I’ll wet my pants.”
 
   Victoria put down the water she was about to drink and snorted, trying to answer through laughter. “What’s got your panties in a bunch?”
 
   I chuckled for a second and then sighed, pulling a pear out of my backpack. “I’m just tired. Next time I tell you I want to catch up and take six classes,” I paused, and she nodded expectantly, “don’t let me.”
 
   “Okay,” she giggled, opening the salad she’d bought from the cafeteria nearby. “Tell me again why you picked business finance?”
 
   “You mean aside from the likelihood of glamor and fortune?” I asked sarcastically, to which she nodded. “Hell if I know.” She laughed and shook her head. “Maybe I should be a psych major like you.”
 
   “Yeah sure, if you want to spend a fortune because you can’t do much without a PhD.” Victoria fell into a moment of thoughtful silence before her face lit up. “You know what you should do? You should be in a movie, just one time, a really big movie. Then, when you become a millionaire from it, you can retire and take care of both of us.”
 
   At first I scoffed at the absurdity of it, then started to chuckle as I nodded. “Okay, you just let me know when you find the part for me.”
 
   “Deal,” she agreed with a grin. She took a bite of her salad, chewing while her blue eyes scanned me over. “How’re your blisters?”
 
   Since I was wearing flip-flops I raised one of my legs to show her, but I raised it too quickly and hit my knee on the bottom of the table by accident. At the loud thud Victoria grimaced, and my hand flew to my knee, rubbing out the pain as I whined ‘ouch.’ A few moments later the pain subsided enough, and I lifted up the bottom of my jeans so Victoria could see that while the blisters were healing, they were still there.
 
   “They’re going to kill me tonight when I start skating on them again.”
 
   “Sorry.” She winced apologetically.
 
    “I’ll live.” I shrugged, giving my bruised knee another rub. “We’re playing the first place team?”
 
   Full head of red hair bobbed in a vigorous nod. “Yeah, it’s a lot of girls from Misconducts and some of their guy friends.”
 
   Finishing off my pear, I tossed it into a trashcan near the table and grabbed the sandwich I’d made that morning. “Have you ever been in a fight with that team?” I asked, curious, since whenever Victoria had mentioned the fights with the Misconducts she was never involved.
 
   “Never. Mostly because I know a few of the girls, like Taylor.” She pointed an accusing finger at me. “Don’t you fight either, girls hold grudges, and that is one hit list you want to stay off of.”
 
   I laughed and gave her a reassuring nod. “I won’t.” I was about to ask if Taylor Becks ever got in fights when my phone started vibrating in my pocket. It startled me so much that I jumped and knocked over my tea, which spilled over the side of the table and onto part of my leg. “Hello?” I nearly growled into the phone as I stood, roughly wiping away the drops that hadn’t yet soaked in. Luckily my jeans were dark, so the stain wouldn’t be too noticeable during my next class.
 
   “You’re having one of those days,” I heard Victoria mumble sympathetically.
 
   “Hey, Jordan,” the deep voice came over the other end. “I need you to work today.”
 
   I held back a groan, mentally kicking myself for not checking the caller ID. “What time?”
 
   “Four to ten.”
 
   I put my hand over the receiver and looked at Victoria. “What time’s the game tonight?”
 
   “Six-thirty,” she told me, stretching to put her own food in the trashcan.
 
   “I can’t work tonight, Connor,” I told him, crossing my fingers that I even had an option. “I already have a commitment.”
 
   He sighed. “You know, Jordan, it wouldn’t kill you to be more of a team player. I’m disappointed.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, holding back an annoyed obscenity. Not only was he pulling the typical ‘team player’ crap, but he was patronizing me like he always did. Because of this, and the fact that Connor just loved making me look bad, there would probably be a team meeting sometime soon about how all of us employees could help each other out more.
 
   “Yeah well, sorry,” was my apathetic response.
 
   Without saying anything back he hung up, and I put my phone back into my pocket with a shrug. Victoria just giggled, knowing how thin my patience with the manager had been growing since I started working at the bookstore a few months ago.
 
   “I think he’s got some creepy crush on you,” she teased.
 
   “That’s a mental image I don’t need,” I sighed disgustedly. “What I do need is a new job.”
 
   “Oh, one of the scorekeepers at the rink is quitting,” she beamed. “You should come work with me.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.” Polishing off the last of my sandwich I couldn’t help but laugh. Victoria had been my best friend for as long as I could remember, but sometimes it still shocked me that she never got sick of me. “I got to go, see you tonight.”
 
   She waved while I threw my backpack over my shoulder and began to head to statistics. As I neared the door of the classroom I suddenly grew nervous. Last week we’d had a big exam, and frankly, the only reason I was staying afloat in this class was because of the homework. Even that was lucky, since most other teachers didn’t offer any homework credit. The door to the room swung shut behind me, and the nerves in my stomach multiplied. To prepare for this test I’d studied for two weeks, so if that paper showed less than a ‘B’, I figured I might as well drop out of school now.
 
   The professor was nowhere in sight, but the graded exams were spread out on a table at the front of the room. With a sigh I went over, shuffling through the papers until I found the one with my name on it. At the sight of it my heart dropped, a ‘D’?
 
   The guy who usually sat next to me in class came up beside me and grabbed his own test, grumbling when he saw it, “fuck me sideways.”
 
   I craned my neck to see his score, and then showed him my paper. “You’re not the only one.”
 
   At least his ‘F’ made me feel a little better, but as I made my way to my seat and plopped down into it, highly disheartened, I realized that so far, today was not going well. At least there was a game tonight. Hockey always put me in a better mood. I tried to focus as best I could for the rest of class while the professor went over the exam, and when I got home after school I studied until it was time to leave for the game.
 
   Victoria was getting out of her car when I pulled into a parking spot in front of the rink, and she grinned when she saw me. After I grabbed all my gear out of the trunk I followed her in and to the front desk, so she could see which rink and locker room we were in.
 
   “Hi, Mitch. Hey, Taylor,” she greeted the pair behind the front desk.
 
   Mitch was on the phone so he just waved, and Taylor turned from the side-facing computer to give Victoria a small smile and write on a white piece of paper. Does she always wear hats? I wondered as after she smiled at Victoria she glanced at me from beneath a white and green ball cap, her hair once again pulled into a bun behind it, while her hand continued to scribble away on the paper. Her rich brown eyes lingered on me for a few seconds while I scanned her face, the light freckles, the dark green tank top she was wearing, and then the tattoo. By the time she realized I was staring again and turned back to the computer, I’d counted four constellations.
 
   “J,” Victoria called, already on the way to the locker room and turning back when she realized I wasn’t following. Hustling over to her with what must have been a surprised look on my face, she rolled her eyes. “What did I tell you?”
 
   “Hm?” I asked, taking stride beside her.
 
   “Taylor,” she said expectantly. “Don’t even try, okay?”
 
   I knew what she was getting at, but decided to tease anyway. “What?”
 
   She gave an aggravated sigh. “Are you even listening to me?” Then she stopped and grabbed my shoulders, forcing me to look her in the eyes. “If by some odd miracle you actually got into her pants, you’d never even look at her again. Then it would be really awkward for everyone, especially me because I work here. So don’t even try.”
 
   “I didn’t even think about that until now,” I told her defensively. “And that’s offensive,” I added in a grumble, only half-faking my offense as she dropped her arms and started walking again toward the locker room.
 
   In truth, it really actually was insulting, and my ego took a bit of a hit. Though, Victoria didn’t seem to mind. “Yeah, well, it’s true,” she said.
 
   I was trying to come up with some smartass comment, something to tease her with, before I realized she wasn’t kidding. At that realization my feeling of being insulted grew. Did she think I had a one-track mind? “That’s really what you think?”
 
   With another sigh, this time conciliatory, she stopped to face me again. “No. And don’t look at me like that, I’m not judging you.” She added the last part when she saw the angry scowl on my face. “You just have to keep that stuff away from the rink. Remember what happened with-”
 
   “Don’t say her name,” I interrupted hastily.
 
   She was talking about my ex, Nicole, who I’d dated for a year. I’d met her two years ago through Victoria. Nicole used to live local and played on the travel team with the Cyclones, but after our bad breakup she moved up north, and now played for another team.
 
   Victoria shrugged and kept from finishing the sentence. “Okay, all I’m saying is now whenever there’s a big tournament you’re going to see her. I don’t like seeing you get hurt…”
 
   “Geez, okay,” I said. I never liked it when she got all sympathetic and caring on me. “She didn’t hurt me,” I added, again defensively, even though I could tell she didn’t believe it. Then I put in for good measure, “and I wasn’t thinking about Taylor like that.”
 
   “No?” Victoria scoffed. “You don’t think she’s hot?”
 
   I couldn’t help but smirk. When she put it that way… “Well, I mean, yeah.”
 
   Victoria just gave an amused laugh and turned to continue toward the locker room a few doors down. “I swear to God,” she threatened playfully.
 
   Chuckling at her amusement I followed her into the locker room, where we got dressed with the rest of the team. During warm ups everyone passed the puck around, playfully tackling each other and severely butchering any trick shot we could think of. I sat out the first shift with Victoria and a couple other players on the bench, and when the ref dropped the puck I noticed a familiar player on the other team.
 
   “Hey, Holly,” I said, leaning forward to get Holly’s attention. “Your bestie is here.” With that I nodded toward a girl on the rink, number eighteen, the forward she’d gotten in a fight with during the tournament.
 
   Holly gave a dry laugh and nodded. “Yeah, this’ll be fun.”
 
   At that I glanced at Victoria, who was sitting between Holly and I, and snickered when she rolled her eyes. When the time came to switch, we went out onto the rink and played our two-minute shift before coming back onto the bench. As I sat down again, I could tell I was going to be in pain for the rest of the game. There was already an unpleasant burning at my heels, letting me know my blisters were flaring up again, and I kicked my feet back so all the pressure was on my toes instead of the backs of my feet.
 
   The faceoff was down in our zone, and as soon as the puck was dropped it was sent back to Taylor Becks. One of our offensive players skated toward her, so she threw the puck across the rink to her other defender. The moment the other defender got the puck Taylor flew past our player and shot up the middle, receiving the puck back as she did. Realizing it, one of our defenders left the man he was guarding closer to the corner to go after Taylor. She was at the top of the circles now, and as he got to her she bent one knee, brought the puck across her body with the toe of her stick and passed him. Now that she was by our defender she crossed the puck in front of the goalie to the right side of the net, and on her backhand sent the puck into the top of the net.
 
   “Top shelf!” one of the guys on her team yelled excitedly, leaning over the boards and pounding on them with his glove, and I almost laughed at how easy she made it look.
 
   “Shit,” Victoria said, sounding like she wanted to laugh too. “We’re only five minutes into the game.”
 
   Everyone lined back up in the center of the rink for another faceoff, and as soon as the referee dropped the puck it was thrown to our defender. There were a couple passes up the rink, but eventually, and not surprisingly, once our forward tried to get around Taylor the puck was turned over to the other team. Luckily, the next shot on our goal didn’t go in, and as the ref blew the whistle one of our guys came in for a change. Holly went out for him on defense, and lined up for the faceoff in front of our net.
 
   Victoria tapped me on the arm with her glove and motioned over to Holly. “Hey, watch this.”
 
   I wasn’t sure exactly what she was talking about, but I had my eyes on Holly, and I watched as she received a pass near the corner. A moment later the forward she’d fought with during the tournament skated by, hitting Holly hard with her hip and sending her flying into the boards. Holly went crashing down with a loud thud, and the ref who’d seen it blew his whistle to take number eighteen over to the penalty box.
 
   “How on earth did you know that was going to happen?” I asked in shock while Holly pushed herself onto her knees, shaking out her head before she stood all the way up again.
 
   “I told you, grudges.” Victoria raised an ‘I told you so’ eyebrow at me. “And that is why you don’t want to get in fights in the women’s league.”
 
   While the forward went into the penalty box, all the players from our team except for Holly came in for a switch, and I gave Holly a pat on the back as I passed her to head for the faceoff. We were out there for two minutes until the penalty was over, unable to score because Taylor was on defense. The worst part of the penalty, however, was that as soon as number eighteen stepped out of the box, Holly got her revenge. The second she caught sight of the forward she rushed over, grabbed her stick in both hands, and shoved the girl hard into the boards in the form of a brutal crosscheck. I almost smacked my forehead at the sight of it, and chuckled when Holly immediately, and with urgency, made her way into the penalty box, knowing she’d get hit by another player coming to their teammate’s defense if she stayed on the rink a moment longer.
 
   Even though Holly’s hit was somewhat entertaining, it didn’t help the rest of the game. Once a big hit like that occurs the amount of physical contact during a game escalates. By the middle of the third period we were down four goals, my blisters were hurting so bad I could barely skate, and I’d been dropped on my ass so many times because of the escalation that I was sore all over. The worst of the hits I’d taken resulted in me hitting the ground leading with my shoulder, which was bruised now and still throbbing from pain.
 
   It hurt just to move when I stepped out on the rink for my next shift with Victoria. Needless to say, I was frustrated, and I’m pretty sure everyone was on the verge of snapping. I took the faceoff while everyone lined up in our zone, and with the strength of fury smacked the puck past the other team’s player when the ref dropped it and rushed forward. I picked up the puck, fueled by my frustration as I shot down the rink. I didn’t even have to worry about getting by Taylor, since she’d been so close during the faceoff that I’d already passed her. There was just one defender left as I made my way up the boards, and using the boards to ricochet the puck around her, I passed my last obstacle.
 
   It was only the goalie and I now, and before I got too close I brought my stick back to wind up, and then brought it down hard, sending the puck flying at the goal in a slap shot. Good thing I still had my speed, because the puck went soaring over the net and fell to the rink after it hit the glass. But when I got to the puck I had to stop before my momentum sent me crashing into the boards. This stop was all it took for one of the other team’s players to catch up, and while I had my back to the rink the player got behind me, pinning me against the boards as their stick reached around me to try and get the puck.
 
   I stifled an agonized cry. The move was completely legal, and I knew it, but in pinning me the player had hit my injured shoulder with their elbow, and a mixture of the frustration and all the pain I was feeling caused me to boil over. I forgot the puck, pushed hard off the boards, and spun around. Leading with my arm I caught the player around the neck and threw them to the ground. As the girl crashed to the floor I half-expected her to immediately jump back up and deck me, but she didn’t.
 
   Those bright brown eyes were more shocked than furious, and I’d hardly registered it was Taylor I threw before one of her teammates came to avenge her. A pair of gloves caught me in the chest and sent me flying backwards before I even had a chance to react, and I let out an audible ‘oomph’ as I hit the ground. From lying flat on my back I lifted my head for a second to see that the player had helped Taylor up and that they were making their way to the benches, and then laid my head back for another second to recover from the blow.
 
   While I recovered, Victoria’s face appeared above me, and she giggled as she shook her head at me. “I told you not to fight.”
 
   Then she offered a hand to help me up, and I didn’t need to be told to know I had to go to the penalty box. When the player who’d knocked me to the ground and I got into our boxes and after the game had resumed, Victoria made her way over.
 
   “I told you not to get any ideas about her,” she said, talking about Taylor, and laughing hard to herself. “I didn’t say to hit her.”
 
   I scowled at her from beneath my helmet. “I didn’t know it was her.” Then I took my hand out of my glove and pulled my jersey away from my shoulder to show her the bruise. “She hit my shoulder.”
 
   When I replaced the jersey back onto my shoulder I glanced over to the other team’s bench, and my eyes met Taylor’s for a split second before she hastily looked away. Had she been watching me? My cheeks flared at the pang of shame I felt. It was more likely that she’d been glaring at me.
 
   “At least it was Taylor you hit,” Victoria mused, and I couldn’t refrain from raising an eyebrow at her. “She won’t be out for blood next time we play her. She’s not the type.”
 
   “That just makes me feel worse,” I stated, dropping my head. When I looked up again Victoria was eyeing me thoughtfully, and I could tell she was trying to figure out my mood. “Today’s been the worst, I can just tell this week is going to suck,” I explained. After a moment of thought I gave a cheery smile. “At least we can hit the bar this weekend.”
 
   Victoria just laughed. “I knew you were going to say that.”
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   “Okay, Vic, count of three.” I grinned at her mischievously and grabbed the small shot glass in front of me. Once she did the same I counted, “one… two… three.”
 
   At three we both threw back the glasses. With the last of the tequila gone I took a lime from the small bowl between us, and bit into it before the sting of the liquor set in. Through the loud music I heard Victoria give a disgusted groan as she tossed her lime into a trashcan behind the bar we sat at, throwing a hand up triumphantly when it landed in.
 
   I thought about trying to make my own into the bin, but reconsidered when I realized I was too tipsy to make it, and the bartender wouldn’t be happy with having to clean it up.
 
   “How is it you’ve got such a high tolerance?” I asked Victoria, who took a swig of the beer in front of her.
 
   She laughed at me and shrugged. “I’m Irish, it’s in my blood.”
 
   Shaking my head in disbelief, I scanned the bar. A few of the girls from Cyclones were fluttering around since we’d just come from a scrimmage. Instead of going to The L like we usually did, they wanted to come and try out this gay bar one of them had discovered in Long Beach. It was busy, even for a Saturday night, but Victoria and I had managed to grab seats at the bar. To the left of the bar, which jutted out into the middle of the venue, there was varied seating and some billiards tables. To the right of the bar was a small stage with a live DJ and an equally small dance floor, but people still made use of it.
 
   As I glanced back toward the billiards tables I caught the eye of a girl who was playing with a few friends. She was attractive. What appeared to be dark green eyes studied me from behind long, curly, light-brown hair. Tall and slender, her tight fitted jeans and gray t-shirt hugged her curves perfectly, and she leaned against the pool stick, a relaxed hip poked out. When my eyes made it back to her face her lips turned up into a consenting smile, and I gave a coy smirk in return.
 
   “Who are you making eyes at?” Victoria asked teasingly, leaning forward to try and follow my gaze.
 
   Her question tore my focus away from the girl, and I chuckled as I turned my attention back to her. “The girl playing pool. Tall, brunette, gray shirt.” I told her without looking back in that direction. It was all part of the game. I’d given a smile, but couldn’t make eye contact again until either she or I made a move, which I would, in a while.
 
   Victoria discreetly looked over, knowing I wouldn’t want her to make it too obvious. “Oh, she’s cute.”
 
   “Mhm,” I agreed, drinking the last of the beer I had and setting the bottle aside. Then I looked at Austin, who while we’d been sitting at the bar had been standing beside Victoria, arm draped around her waste. “Austin, how come you’re always the DD? Vic doesn’t let you have any fun?”
 
   He laughed and shook his head, taking a small sip of the one beer he’d have all night. “I don’t mind. She can’t keep her hands off me when she’s drunk.”
 
   I snickered when she hit him playfully in the arm, but then gave a ‘whatever’ shrug and leaned her head on his chest. After a few moments of silence she got the bartender’s attention and ordered three more shots.
 
   “Okay, quarters.” She grinned while he brought over three small glasses of tequila. “First one to make it in wins.”
 
   “Loser takes two?” I guessed, setting one of the glasses next to Victoria, the other in the middle, and the final one next to me.
 
   When she’d finished fishing a quarter out of her purse she nodded with an evil grin. I couldn’t help but laugh, already nearly bowing my head in defeat. We both knew she was going to win. Not only was her tolerance greater than mine, but she’d also always had impeccable aim. Lining up her shot, she closed one eye and then hammered the quarter onto the surface of the bar. It bounced up and ricocheted off my glass, and with a happy laugh I caught it before it rolled off and onto the floor.
 
   Now it was my turn. I tried to copy her line up, closing one eye and pulsing my hand toward her small cup. Then I let the quarter fly, sending it far over her glass to where Austin had to slam his hand on it so it wouldn’t land in somebody else’s drink. Recovering the coin, Victoria took another shot, and this time it landed in my glass.
 
   She threw a victorious arm up again and then pointed at me. “Drink!”
 
   Rolling my eyes I threw back both drinks and bit into a lime, sucking out as much of the relieving juice as I could. Right as I pulled the fruit out of my mouth, the girl who I’d seen playing billiards leaned between Victoria and I. She set a hand lightly on my thigh like she was using it for balance, and waved her other arm to get the bartender’s attention. She’d come over sooner than I thought.
 
   “That was a pretty embarrassing loss,” she said teasingly, eyes meeting mine and then glancing to the two empty shot glasses. Before I could respond the bartender came over for her order. “Can I get a beer?” Then she looked back at me. “Would you like one?” The corner of her mouth was turned up in a sly grin as she scanned my face. By the hand that now rested more securely on my thigh, her intentions were clear. I nodded. “Make that two.”
 
   “Think you could do better, huh?” I challenged with a smirk, nodding my head toward the shot glasses. I could see Victoria sneakily straighten up to look at me from over the girl’s shoulder, passing me a wink.
 
   The brunette laughed and shook her head. “No, I’m shit at quarters.” The bartender returned with the drinks and she handed one to me, then turned around to lean her elbows back against the bar. “Kelsey.” She smiled, sticking a hand out.
 
   “Jordan,” I responded, taking it to shake. Then, to be polite, I pointed at my companions. “This is Victoria, and her boyfriend, Austin.”
 
   “Nice to meet you guys.” Kelsey gave a casual wave, then her eyes looked from me to Victoria and Austin. “I got another game, if you’re interested.” We all nodded, and so she turned around and ordered five more shots. While the bartender filled each of the glasses she explained. “You’ve all played I’ve never?” We all nodded again. “Okay, same thing, but if someone says something and you have done it, shot’s yours.” Then she pointed at Austin. “Gentlemen first.”
 
   “Alright,” he started thoughtfully, and then looked at me with a cheeky grin. “I’ve never been skinny dipping.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him, knowing he’d heard Victoria tell the story millions of times, and grabbed the first shot. “Cheers.”
 
   Victoria was still laughing at me when we all turned to her, waiting for her to take her turn. “Okay, I’ve never… flirted my way out of a ticket.”
 
   “Oh, come on!” I complained and grabbed another drink, but chuckled when Kelsey picked one up too.
 
   She clinked her glass against mine and threw it back, and then looked thoughtfully toward the ceiling since it was her turn. “I’ve never been in handcuffs.” At that she waggled her eyebrows.
 
   All of us laughed and looked around at each other suspiciously. I dropped my jaw when I saw Austin beam, and Victoria shyly reached for a glass. “Vic!” I exclaimed in extremely entertained shock, her cheeks tinting the darkest shade of red I’d ever seen. “You sly dog, you,” I chuckled, hitting Austin in the arm.
 
   Kelsey was grinning too, clearly amused, and brought the last glass forward. “Last shot, who’s it going to?” Then she looked at me.
 
   “Hm,” I squinted at each of them through my focus. “I’ve never had a sex dream about a teacher.”
 
   Victoria made a disgusted face and shook her head, and the same with Austin, but Kelsey just laughed, shrugged indifferently, and took the last shot. As Kelsey was setting the glass down, Charlie and another girl from hockey came over looking for a pair to challenge them at pool. Austin and Victoria made a pair, so seeing this as her chance, Kelsey leaned in to put her hand on the small of my back and whisper in my ear. Victoria was watching me while Kelsey extended the invitation, and she rolled her eyes when I buoyed my eyebrows at her.
 
   When Kelsey pulled away I nodded, and after a minute while she closed out her tab at the bar, I stood to follow her out, waving goodbye to Victoria.
 
   “I’ll pick you up tomorrow,” Vic called after me, and I blew her a friendly kiss.
 
   “You live pretty close?” I asked to make conversation, following Kelsey to one of the taxis waiting outside for customers.
 
   “Yeah,” she answered while she held the door open for me, “just down the street.” I got in and slid all the way to the opposite window, and after she slid in so that her shoulder was against mine, she leaned forward and gave her address to the driver.
 
   It was quiet for a second while the driver pulled away from the bar, so I turned and leaned my back against the door, giving a teasing grin. “Sex dream about the teacher, huh?”
 
   An equally playful smile spread across her lips as she put her arm on the seat back next to me, and turned so we were sitting face to face. “Skinny dipping, huh?”
 
   “I lost a bet,” I explained. I knew she was watching while my eyes fell to her lips, then to her low cut t-shirt, and I felt the hand of the arm that wasn’t across the seat slide up my thigh, stopping just above my knee.
 
   “She was young and attractive,” Kelsey offered her own explanation.
 
   I was going to respond, but she wasn’t kidding about living close, because right as I was about to we arrived. It was a little surprising to see a house, since I was expecting an apartment. So after she paid and we got out of the cab, I teased, “you don’t live with your parents, do you?”
 
   She grabbed my hand and led me to the front door, chuckling, “no, roommates. So, shh.” She put her finger gently to my lips, instructing me to be as quiet as possible while we made our way through the dark house.
 
   Being quiet wasn’t necessarily difficult, until her drunkenness caused her to stumble and shout a surprised and loud obscenity. At that point I snorted and threw a hand over my mouth to suppress laughter. I heard her giggle as she continued to lead me through a narrow hallway, but despite her warning, neither of us was being particularly quiet. She was clumsy, and in my intoxication I found every stumble hilarious.
 
   Finally we made it to her bedroom, and I followed her in, wincing because I closed the door behind me harder than I’d meant to. “Sorry.”
 
   I’d hardly finished whispering the apology before her lips were on mine. Though I was a bit startled, I wasted no time returning the kiss, and her hands tangled encouragingly through my hair. With my back against the door she was pressed tight against me, but I grabbed her waist, turning us around so it was her back against the door. Now that I felt like I could take the lead, I removed her fingers from my hair and lifted her arms, pinning them above her with one hand while my other drifted beneath her shirt.
 
   While I caressed her torso her lips fell to my neck, and I slanted my chin up to give the warmth of her mouth more access. Slowly and carefully I loosened my grip on her hands, and when I was sure she would keep them up on her own I took hold of the bottom of her shirt, lifting it over her head. I let my own lips work their way to her neck, and then her chest, where she let me kiss for barely a second before she tugged off my shirt.
 
   After that my mouth found its way back to her neck, and she tilted her head back against the door, pressing herself harder into me as her hands worked the button of my jeans. She was eager, and only had my jeans pushed down to my thighs when she left it for me to finish so she could move to the clasp of my bra. I took my hands away from her just long enough to push away the last of my clothing. Now that my body was bare I turned her again, directing us toward the bed, and when I finally got her to lie down I kissed at her neck for only a second before I stripped her of the final barriers she wore.
 
   Her fingers roamed the skin of my back while my mouth lowered to her breast, and with a light moan as I ran my tongue over her nipple they snaked their way back through my hair, begging me not to stop. A minute later I kissed my way up to her mouth to let her hands resume exploring. I gave a satisfied nibble when they massaged over my chest, but as one of them moved down and got below my hips I gently grabbed her wrist, stopping her progress and moving her back up. The same attempt was made a couple minutes later, and again I stopped her. But I knew she was impatient to go further, so to keep her above my waist I once more sucked at her neck, finally sliding my own hand between her legs.
 
   Whenever I went home with a girl, I never let her touch me. Not because of some weird quirk, and it wasn’t about anything like saving myself for someone special. It was because I was already getting what I wanted. I knew these girls didn’t love me. They barely even knew me. But they wanted me, and that was something I never felt enough. I liked feeling wanted. More than that, like now, when Kelsey let out a desperate whimper, I got to feel needed. And I got to feel those things without investing anything real. Without risking anything real. I didn’t let them touch me because they were already giving me enough, and I did what I could to give back.
 
    
 
   September 25
 
    
 
   It was a shiver that woke me this time, and when I opened my eyes to pull the blanket farther up I realized I was the only one in bed. At that realization I sat up and looked around, smiling when I found that my head wasn’t pounding this morning. Not so deserving of a smile was the fact that Kelsey was already awake, meaning I wouldn’t get to sneak out unnoticed. Eyeing my cellphone on the floor near the bed I stretched for it, opening up my text messages when I had it in my hands.
 
   “Hey, you up yet?” I hit the send button, hoping Victoria was already awake.
 
   I lay back down for a minute, struggling with my options. I could stay here until Victoria arrived to pick me up, and then bolt out the door. Or I could work up the nerve to leave the room, to see where Kelsey was and what she was doing. Maybe she wasn’t even here anymore.
 
   My phone vibrated next to me and I opened it up. “Yeah, ready for me to come get you?”
 
   Luckily, despite my drunken stupor the night before, I’d been able to catch the address of the house. “Please. 10 Broadway Ave, Long Beach. Thanks.”
 
   “Be there in 30.”
 
   Feeling if Kelsey really was still home that it would be a dick move for me to bolt right away, I forced myself out of bed and got dressed. When I finally made it out to the living room I could hear a faint shuffling in the kitchen, so with a deep sigh I made my way over. Sure enough, Kelsey was sitting at the kitchen table with a cup of coffee and a bowl of cereal.
 
   Glimpsing me from the corner of her eye, she looked up and smiled. “Good morning.”
 
   “Morning,” I greeted quietly, standing awkwardly near the door and starting to wish I’d just chosen to make a run for it.
 
   “Coffee?” she offered. She stood and walked to the coffee pot, and when I didn’t answer she glanced back at me and laughed. “Relax, I’m not going to ask for your number or anything.”
 
   Was I that obvious? At least I was able to chuckle a little, which eased enough tension for me to be able to nod and sit at the table across from her. After setting a full cup down in front of me she grabbed cream and sugar, setting them in front of me too before resuming her own seat.
 
   “Thanks.” I forced a small smile and poured some creamer into the dark liquid.
 
   She nodded and took a bite of cereal, and I could feel her watching me as I busily stirred my drink. “You don’t need to be so nervous. I swear I don’t expect anything.” She paused for a moment, still watching me thoughtfully. “We’re from the same boat, you know, you and me.”
 
   I stopped stirring, and looked up at her with a raised eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
 
   Her green eyes met mine, and even though she chuckled and shrugged, there was a hint of sadness in them. “Happy folk don’t go home with strangers on the regular, and I can tell you aren’t new to one night stands.” I looked away from her gaze, feeling somewhat ashamed even though her tone was far from judgmental. “What’s your malfunction?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at how she put it, but did I really want to answer? I barely knew her. The only reason Victoria even knew those things about me was because she was there for it all. Something about Kelsey though, maybe it was her sense of familiarity, made me admit the truth. Or, half the truth anyway. “My parents disowned me, and I’m not allowed to see my little brother.” Then I did what I usually do. I shrugged. Played it off like it didn’t hurt.
 
   “That’s rough,” Kelsey said sympathetically.
 
   I shrugged again. “What about you?”
 
   “I disowned my parents,” she told me, taking another bite of food.
 
   “What?” I scoffed, not sure I heard right. “How come?”
 
   She gave a small laugh at my disbelief, but her smile soon disappeared. “They gave me a choice. Live the way I want or live with them. So I left.”
 
   “How old were you?” I asked, suddenly curious to hear her talk about it, even though I was breaking my rule about getting to know the girls I went home with. I couldn’t exactly take off.
 
   “Sixteen,” she answered nonchalantly. I grimaced at the age. At least I was a legal adult when I’d been kicked out.
 
   “Where’d you go?”
 
   “I had family.” Her eyes met mine again, and with a giggle she reached across the table and ran her fingers through the side of my hair. “You’ve got bed head.”
 
   I huffed embarrassedly and smoothed my hair with my hands. We sat there for a minute in silence, each of us sipping on our coffee, before I spoke again. “Are you happy?”
 
   She seemed to think about it for a second before she gave a sort of half-nod and half-shrug. “I get to be me. Which is more important, I think.”
 
   The reasons why I did the things I did had always been obvious to me, but I pushed away any conscious admissions. They lingered in the back of my mind, at the edges of my thoughts where as long as I didn’t have too long to think to myself I wouldn’t have to face it. Kelsey, on the other hand, seemed so comfortable with it, so accepting of her flaws. I’d never let myself dwell on it because I didn’t see how accepting it would help me heal. I guess Kelsey was just proof I was right.
 
   “You think there’s a cure?” I asked with a dry laugh. “For people like us, with malfunctions.”
 
   She laughed too, and shrugged once more. “I don’t know. Love, maybe. But I don’t know if I’m willing to risk it just yet.”
 
   “Yeah,” I scoffed in agreement, and then my phone buzzed in my pocket. At the text from Victoria I stood. “My ride’s here.”
 
   Kelsey nodded, and pushed out of her own seat so she could walk me to the door. When we reached it I stepped out, turning back toward her and not knowing what to say.
 
   She broke the silence a second later with a smile. “Good luck. With life and everything.”
 
   “Thanks,” I smiled appreciatively, and my heart dropped when she planted a delicate peck on my cheek. It was almost too affectionate for me. “You too.”
 
   With that I turned and made my way to Victoria’s car. I could feel her staring at me as I got in, and she gawked until I put on my seatbelt. “You let her walk you to the door?”
 
   “Yeah,” I answered while she pulled away from the curb, not wanting to make a big deal out of it. “We just talked a little.”
 
   “Really?” she asked instantly, and with way too much hope in her voice.
 
   “Don’t get excited,” I chuckled, knowing how badly she wished I’d get a relationship. “It wasn’t anything.”
 
   “Oh,” her voice fell, clearly disappointed. She recovered though, and teasingly poked at my neck. “Nice hickey.”
 
   “Funny,” I mused, taking in her hooded sweatshirt, even though we lived in Southern California and it was still seventy-five on a cold day. Suspicious, I pulled down the neck of the jacket, grinning triumphantly at the purple bruise on her skin. “I could say the same for you.”
 
   She just giggled and smacked my hand away. “Want to get breakfast?” I mhm-ed and we fell silent for a minute. “What did you guys actually talk about? If it wasn’t anything.”
 
   “She just talked about her life a little.” I cracked the window to get some fresh air. “And then I told her about my parents and stuff.”
 
   Her eyes widened with shock, and I could tell she wasn’t sure if I was messing with her or not. She knew how much I hated talking about it. “You told her everything?”
 
   “No, not everything,” I answered, shaking my head. “Just the parents and Justin thing. I left out the other part.” Then, wanting to change the subject because I hated even thinking about it, I glanced at the clock. It was almost ten. “You let me sleep in this morning.”
 
   Victoria smirked. “It wasn’t that I let you sleep in, so much as I had a long night too.” She pulled the neck of her sweater down and pointed at the bruise with a shy giggle.
 
   “You break out the handcuffs?” I teased, grinning hugely when her cheeks turned a bright red.
 
   She laughed, clearly still embarrassed. “No, no handcuffs.”
 
   My cellphone started to vibrate in my pocket, and curious as to who could be calling me, I pulled it out to look at the caller ID. When I saw the name I clapped my hand over my mouth. At first it was distress, but then, after I let it sink in for a moment, I couldn’t help but start snickering.
 
   “I forgot about work again,” I explained to Victoria, who’d looked over at me curiously. I answered the call. “Hello?”
 
   Victoria chuckled, muttering under her breath, “I swear you hate that job so much your subconscious makes you forget about it.”
 
   “Jordan,” the aggravated voice said expectantly. “You’re supposed to be here right now. Working.”
 
   “Sorry. I’m running a little late,” I apologized, even though at this point I had no intention of going in.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry Jordan,” Connor told me, sounding a little too professional. “But we need more dedicated employees. We’re going to have to let you go.”
 
   It was obvious by his tone he thought I was going to beg to keep my job, and that he was going to have to console me or something. Instead, I just grinned. “Okay, thanks, bye.” Then I hung up and threw my arms around Victoria’s neck, shouting excitedly, “I’m free!”
 
   “And unemployed,” she added with a knowing smirk.
 
   I shrugged. “Not if you can still get me that job at the rink.”
 
   Now she grew excited too, and her lips turned up into a satisfied smile. “You really mean it?” I nodded. “Hug me again!” Surprisingly, her grin grew bigger as I gave her another excited hug. “This is going to be so awesome.”
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   Pulling into the rink parking lot on Tuesday my hands were nearly shaking with excitement. Victoria wouldn’t be here until our game later tonight, but Mitch had asked me to come in early so he could get me set up for work. So here I was, five o’clock in the afternoon and ready to start what I was hoping would be a far more rewarding job than working at the bookstore. A few players were just arriving for the first game of the night, so I followed behind the group of men into the front of the building.
 
   “Hey, Jordan,” Mitch greeted happily when he saw me stroll in. “How you doing?”
 
   I made my way over to him behind the front desk with a grin. “I’m good. You?”
 
   “Good, good.” He shuffled through some papers, and put them into a folder on the wall behind him before looking back at me. “You ready for a tour?”
 
   After I’d nodded he waved for me to follow, and took me down the side of the rinks. “You’ve already seen the rinks and the locker rooms.” He motioned to the rinks on our right and the locker rooms that lined the wall to our left.
 
   As we neared a door by the locker rooms beside the last of the three rinks, I caught a glimpse of Taylor. There was another man and a bunch of small children on the rink with her. It looked like the guy was teaching the class while Taylor skated up and down with a puck, still wearing a hat, and apparently demonstrating drills for the kids.
 
    “Don’t worry, you can skate all you want.” Mitch laughed when saw me watching. “As long as there isn’t a game or practice scheduled.” That hadn’t exactly been what I was thinking, but it was good to know.
 
   With that he pushed open the door, which led to a small hallway of offices. The first door that he showed me on the left was his office. The one directly across from that, on the right, was open, and Mitch poked his head in to say ‘hi’ to the guy inside.
 
   “Hey, Travis, this is your new recruit, Jordan.” Mitch made room in the doorway for me to look in too.
 
   Travis’ brown eyes looked up from his computer, and with a huge grin he extended a dark hand to me. “Nice to meet you, Jordan.”
 
   “Same,” I answered with a smile, happily shaking his hand and then looking back at Mitch for direction.
 
   “Travis is my general manager,” Mitch explained, and then teased as he led me farther down the hall, “he makes the work schedule, so you’ll want to be good friends with him.” There was another open office on the right, so he stopped at the door and let me look inside. “This is Doug’s office. He’s the one who’s on the rink with Becks. Um, you’ve met Taylor, right?” He paused his explanation, making sure I knew whom he meant.
 
   “Yeah, pretty much,” I nodded. I wasn’t really sure when people decided to call Taylor by her first or last name, but either way, I knew who he was talking about.
 
   “So yeah, he’s out there with Taylor,” Mitch continued. “He runs all the clinics and practices, and makes game schedules for the kids’ leagues.”
 
   As he continued down the hall I realized he hadn’t showed me the office on the left, directly across from Doug’s. Not wanting to miss out on anything, I stopped him. “Whose office is this one?”
 
   “Oh, that’s Taylor’s.” He stopped for a second, but then waved me on to follow him. “You won’t ever need to go in there.”
 
   With a shrug I followed him to the last door in the hall, which was on the right and opened up to a break room. There was a foldup table in the center of it, and a refrigerator against the back wall. Even the microwave and kitchen sink that sat on the counter next to the fridge were expected. What I didn’t expect to see was an oven and a stove, which sat on the opposite side of the counter as the refrigerator.
 
   “You’ve got a full kitchen?” I asked in shock.
 
   Mitch chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, most of the employees, including myself, are here all the time. So I figured, if you want happy employees, you got to make sure they’re properly fed. Right?” He’d asked rhetorically, but in my agreement I nodded anyway.
 
   We were about to leave when he noticed a spot on the counter near the sink, and went over to investigate. “See this? People always leaving messes.” He rolled his eyes at me sarcastically, then grabbed a paper towel and took it to the sink to get it wet and wipe up the sticky mess.
 
   What neither of us realized was that someone had put a rubber band around the hose next to the sink faucet. When he turned on the water to dampen the paper towel, instead of coming out the tap it shot out the hose, all over the front of Mitch’s shirt, and I had to throw my hand over my mouth to stifle a shocked but entertained snort of laughter.
 
   “Dammit, Becks,” Mitch exclaimed in surprise, scrambling to turn off the water. After he managed to stop the flow he turned to face me, laughing as he eyed the fluid that soaked the front of his shirt, and shook his head. “I should’ve known better.”
 
   “Taylor did that?” I asked, giggling through bewilderment and amusement. I suspected she had a sense of humor, but this was a pleasant surprise.
 
   “Yeah, it’s my fault,” he sighed, still smiling as he laughed at himself. “I made the mistake of scaring the shit out of her a few weeks ago, and it’s been going back and forth ever since. Scaring her was funny as hell, but now she’s just kicking my ass.”
 
   Something about the idea of Taylor and Mitch having a prank war made me grin. I couldn’t tell exactly how old Mitch was, he appeared to be in his late forties, but he clearly wasn’t too old to have fun. I liked that. It reassured me this would be a much more entertaining work environment than at the bookstore.
 
   “You know what,” Mitch started after a moment of thoughtful silence, and began to rummage through the drawers in the kitchen counter. After looking around for a minute he mumbled excitedly and tossed something small to me. I caught it and, startled at what looked like a very real spider in my hands, I jumped and dropped the toy to the floor. Mitch laughed, shaking his head at me as he warned, “don’t let anyone else here see how jumpy you are. You’re just begging to get one of those in your scorekeeping box.” When I tossed the small spider back he motioned for me to follow him out of the kitchen. “I’ve used this thing way too much, but it still scares her every time.”
 
   He could hardly contain his snickering while he led me to the door of Taylor’s office. When he cracked it open to throw the toy spider in I tried to catch a curious glimpse of what was inside. But because he was standing in front of me, and he’d barely opened the door enough for his hand to get through, I couldn’t see anything past the opening.
 
   When we got out of the hallway and stood next to the last rink, Mitch hollered over the glass and pointed at his wet shirt. “Hey, Becks! Laugh while you can.”
 
   She was standing in the corner of the rink, sending soft passes to the kids as they started the drill they were doing, but paused to look up at Mitch. At seeing his clothing the corners of her lips turned up into a smirk, and continued to grow until she was beaming at him with a teasing grin. Then her eyes shifted to me as if seeing me for the first time, and she quickly looked away, turning back to the drill. Victoria had said she wasn’t the type to hold grudges, but the way she avoided looking at me made me think she was still sore I’d laid her out during the game last week. Maybe if I got a chance, I’d apologize.
 
   I followed Mitch all the way back to the front desk, where a guy around my age was sitting at the main computer. “Luke, this is Jordan, I need you to train her for me.”
 
   Luke swiveled the chair around so he was facing us and gave me a timid wave. When Mitch started to walk away and leave me with Luke, I stopped him with one more question.
 
   “Oh, Mitch,” then I paused shyly. I was new to the job, and though he seemed like a laid back boss, I couldn’t be sure. “What about when I have games?”
 
   My nerves were instantly eased when he waved the question off. “Don’t worry about it, we’ll get someone to cover a game if you need to play during your shift. Just make sure you clock out first.”
 
   “Okay, thanks,” I said as he walked away. How could Victoria have been holding out on me for so long? The job seemed easy enough, and Mitch was awesome. I looked back at Luke, who was sitting in the desk chair with a friendly but awkward smile on his face, and then around at the papers on the front desk. “What do we do first?”
 
   “Well,” he started, following my gaze to the desktop. He grabbed a clipboard from three that were lined up and showed it to me. On every clipboard was a stack of score sheets, each with a different team matchup and the rosters of the teams on it. “These are your score sheets. Every clipboard is for a different rink, like, this is for rink one.” He pointed at the closest rink to us, and to the rink number at the top of the score sheet. “That’s this rink right here.” Then he pointed to a time at the top of the white paper. “It’s got the time the game is supposed to start. You also have to put your name, and the names of the refs on here so when they put in the stats they know who the officials were.”
 
   “Sounds easy enough,” I mused, continuing to study the paper. I recognized the area for recording goals from when Victoria had been scorekeeping, but there was another section right next to it that I wasn’t sure about. I pointed to it. “What’s this part here?”
 
   “That’s where you keep track of penalties,” he answered, and pointed to each of the columns in the gridded section. “This is where you put the period it’s in, the time the penalty started at, the player’s number, and then what the penalty was. Do you know the hand signals for penalties?” My cheeks colored a bit as I shook my head. We didn’t call penalties in scrimmage games, and I’d only played in a few real games. Never during one of those did I watch what the referees were doing with their hands. “It’s okay, just let the refs know before the game and they’ll tell you verbally.”
 
   After that Luke took me over to the scorekeeper’s box on the first rink, and during the first game of the night he taught me how to use the controls and record information on the score sheets. I was picking it up pretty easily. Like Victoria said, out of the fifty or so buttons, we only had to use about eight of them. Luke let me practice with him for two games until the time came that each of the rinks were occupied by a game, and they needed me to try on my own since I was the third scorekeeper on the clock that night. I didn’t do too terribly. Fortunately, the refs had worked here long enough to know a few things about scorekeeping when I needed help.
 
   Like Mitch had promised, I was able to play my game while somebody covered for me. We ended up winning, and after that it was back to work. Apparently the third rink always had the fewest games, so I was done at nine p.m. and before the rest of the scorekeepers. As I was leaving to go home, I caught another glimpse of Taylor on the back rink, the one I’d just finished on. This time she was alone, and had a pile of pucks she was using to practice her shooting. Since she always played defense, and every time I’d seen her score she’d been maneuvering around players, it was different to see her alone and shooting from a stand still.
 
   There was a board in front of the net with cut outs in each of the corners, and a couple smaller ones nearer the middle. I watched long enough for her to take about twenty shots, and even with the board there and standing about three quarters of the way to half rink, she only missed two. From that, I could tell Victoria wasn’t joking when she said Taylor just coasted during most games. Now I couldn’t wait to see what she could do at a big tournament.
 
    
 
   September 29
 
    
 
   I’d just finished up on the last rink on my third day of working, and strolled up to the front desk to turn in my score sheet. After putting it in a designated pile I turned back toward the rink. Sure enough, Taylor was already out there skating, just like she had been the night before, and the night before that. Over the past two days I’d been working up the nerve to put on my skates and go out there with her, but most of me was intimidated as hell. It wasn’t the fact that she was a damn good hockey player as much as that she hadn’t been overly welcoming since I’d started working. Obviously she was the quiet type, but she gave friendly smiles to most people. Me, however, she barely looked at, and that made me curious as well as intimidated.
 
   Okay, maybe she’d caught me staring at her a couple times. Then there was the fact that I’d used her for wrestling practice during that game. Surely she was used to being hit during games though, right? Regardless, I couldn’t be sure exactly what I’d done, so I’d been a little scared to try being on the rink at the same time as her.
 
   With a sigh I made my way into the pro shop where I knew Mitch was, and forced myself to finally work up the nerve. “Hey, Mitch?” He looked up at me from the tool table and raised his eyebrows. “Can I skate on the back rink?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, of course.” He nodded and reached across the waist-high table for a screwdriver. “You don’t need to ask.”
 
   After smiling my thanks I grabbed my gear out of the car, and took it to one of the locker rooms I knew wasn’t being used. If only Victoria could see me now. She’d demand to know why I was trying to skate with Taylor. Truth be told, I wasn’t really sure myself. Curiosity was probably the biggest reason. If I couldn’t get her to talk to me at least maybe I’d be able to figure her out a little bit. My best excuse, however, was that my skates still weren’t completely broken in, and blisters or not, I had to skate on them as much as possible.
 
   I didn’t bother to put on any gear aside from my skates and gloves, but looking around the locker room after tying my laces, I felt like I was missing something. Oh, a puck. That was kind of important. Taylor always had a bunch, but were they hers? Grabbing my stick, I decided there was only one way to find out, and left the locker room for the rink. Before stepping out I squinted across the floor to the puck bag near the benches, making out faint sharpie letters spelling out the rink’s name. Maybe Taylor would share.
 
   While I skated onto the floor she looked up from scooping all the pucks she’d shot out of the net, and under the bill of her hat I could feel those bright brown eyes lock onto me. Unsure of what to say, I coasted to where she was and stopped about five feet from her. 
 
   “Think I could borrow a puck?” I asked as politely as I could. Her eyes went from me to the pile of pucks, and then lingered at the door of the boards before falling back on me. Was she thinking of bolting? “You don’t have to leave. I’ll just go down there.” I pointed to the opposite half of the rink.
 
   Hesitantly, she used her stick to push a puck toward me. Well, this is awkward. More awkward than I thought it would be. Should I introduce myself? “We haven’t met, officially. I’m Jordan.” I shuffled forward a bit and took my hand out of my glove, sticking it out for her to shake.
 
   She eased her own hand out of her glove and reached for mine. When I’d first seen her up close when I bought my skates she’d seemed so confident, definitely not standoffish, as she did now. She didn’t seem angry or annoyed. Her eyes weren’t hard or glaring. They were more uncomfortable, and it was more than the show of discomfort the few times she’d caught me staring at her. It was like she was desperate for an escape, and behind that desperation was a familiar pain. Familiar because I’d seen the look in myself.
 
   She released her grip on my hand, put her glove back on, and started to scoop out the last of the pucks. I just stood there, feeling more and more awkward by the second. Her silence throughout our interaction came as no surprise, but I wasn’t expecting to be so thrown off by it.
 
   I turned one foot and was about to push off and skate to the other end of the rink, but stopped. “Hey, uh, I wanted to apologize for how I acted at the game last week. That wasn’t cool.”
 
   In a bout of shyness I’d glanced away to apologize, until Taylor let out a huff of breath in a short chuckle. When I looked up she had a bit of an amused smirk on her face, and she just shrugged at me as if to say ‘no big deal.’ But even though she extended a gloved fist to me and I bumped it with my own in reconciliation, the look of discomfort was still in her eyes. So maybe she wasn’t upset about the hit. What was it then? Was she just trying to clue me in that she didn’t like being talked to? I was new. This was probably her way of conditioning me to her silence.
 
   Telling myself that I could take a hint, I gave a nervous smile and took my puck to the opposite end of the rink. That’s where I stayed for the next hour while Taylor did her own thing, until finally, whether she got tired or couldn’t take the awkward tension anymore, she left. Then again, it could have just been me that felt awkward.
 
    
 
   October 18
 
    
 
   More than two weeks. That’s how long I’d been skating on the opposite end of the rink as Taylor, every weeknight after I got off work. Each night was the same as the first. I borrowed a puck and then ceased to exist. At least she’d started staying longer than an hour. Sometimes I screwed around on the rink for up to two hours, and it was always Taylor who left first. Now here I was, scorekeeping on a Tuesday night right after my own weekly game, contemplating if I should just give it up and leave her alone.
 
   “What’s up, buttercup?” Victoria grinned, taking a seat next to me in the scorekeeper’s box. I’d had to ditch the locker room in a haste after the game in order to clock back in and start working again, and now that Victoria was finished taking her gear off she came to keep me company. I smiled hello at her but didn’t take my eyes off the game, not comfortable enough with my skill yet to multitask too much. “Is this job everything you dreamed of and more?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s amazing,” I laughed, and then cast her a playful glare. “Why’d you keep it a secret for so long?”
 
   “You just seemed like you were having so much fun with your buddy Connor,” she teased in return, to which I poked my finger into my mouth and made gagging noises. After she stopped giggling she nudged me with her elbow. “That was a pretty good game, huh? No fights.”
 
   “Because Holly wasn’t here,” I scoffed. “Think eighteen missed her tonight?” Victoria just chuckled and rolled her eyes, and I gave a deep sigh. “I just wish I could figure out how to get by Taylor. I can’t score shit when she’s on the rink.”
 
   We’d played Taylor’s team again tonight, and not surprisingly, lost. To my slight surprise though, we didn’t lose as bad as the week before, and only ended up being a point behind. I scored two of our four goals. Both of them had been when Taylor was on the bench.
 
   “Yeah, well, it might take a miracle,” Victoria informed me sarcastically before her gaze turned thoughtful. “What’s the deal with you two anyway? You’ve been skating with her?”
 
   Aside from weekends, Victoria worked two out of the five weekdays, so it didn’t shock me that she’d noticed. It was curious though that she hadn’t asked me about it sooner, seeing as she told me a couple times not to bother with the girl.
 
   I just shrugged. “Not really skating together. Just at the same time.”
 
   My voice must have sounded more disappointed than I’d meant it to, because Victoria raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s your angle, J? Why are you so curious about her?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered, risking an upward glance at her. Because of her warning I’d half expected her to be annoyed with me. Instead, her blue eyes looked kind of worried. Great, now because of that worry I owed her an honest answer. “There’s something… relatable… about her.”
 
   “Relatable?” Victoria repeated, and after I nodded she fell into a minute of thoughtful silence.
 
   “You’re not going to scold me?” I asked with a surprised chuckle. “Tell me to give it up.” Victoria just looked up at me and shook her head. That shocked me. “What? Why?”
 
   Now she shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s the way you look at her.” Her lips curled into a mischievous smirk. “There may be hope for you yet.”
 
   “What?” I grimaced. I knew exactly what she was getting at, and now it made sense why she wasn’t threatening me. She wanted so badly for me to get a girlfriend, and she thought somehow I could reel in Taylor. But my curiosity for the girl didn’t mean I had an intimate interest, and I highly doubted Taylor even knew I existed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Just trust me, I know you better than you know yourself.” She gave me an evil grin before adding seriously, “that’s why I looked into it for you.” When she paused I raised an eyebrow at her to get her to continue. “I asked one of my professors about it.”
 
   She paused again, but now she’d piqued my curiosity, so I urged impatiently, “and?”
 
   A small smile tugged at her lips. She knew she had me interested. “Well, it’s like I thought, something called selective mutism. The person only talks to certain people or to nobody at all. Only, Taylor doesn’t have all the symptoms, like shyness, blank expressions, OCD, that kind of stuff. My professor thinks that maybe it started as selective mutism, and just developed into her not talking.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I mumbled thoughtfully, absorbing the information. “Then why doesn’t she talk?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Victoria shrugged. “It’s most likely a defense. Kind of like you and all the sex.”
 
   “Gee, that was subtle,” I muttered sarcastically, then added with a scowl, “I meant what causes it.”
 
   Victoria just laughed, and I could tell by her smug smile that she knew what I’d meant. “Like I said the first time you asked me about it, trauma. But my professor said that could include about a million different things, so he said not to assume anything.” As if Victoria could read my mind, she answered my next question. “What you got to do is not be pushy, meaning don’t try to coax her into talking to you. You can be friendly though, because most likely the only way she’ll ever talk to you is if she really trusts you. Which means exposure and patience are your new best friends.”
 
   “Exposure and patience.” I was quiet for a moment as I sat there thoughtfully, eyes still on the game. Then I glared at Victoria. “You know, I know what you’re thinking, and I ought to kick your ass for trying.” She just rolled her eyes at me and got up to leave. “It’s not like that, Vic,” I added in a warning tone.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” She grinned at me like she still didn’t believe it. “Anyway, I got to go meet Austin. It’s our anniversary today.”
 
   “Congrats,” I beamed, genuinely happy for her, but I couldn’t resist teasing. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
   With a blush as she was walking away she turned just long enough to glower at me. “Don’t forget about the tournament this weekend,” she called back.
 
   After that I had two more games to go until I was off work, and by the time the games were over I was eager to get on the rink. Before Victoria had talked to me I was considering just leaving Taylor alone, but now I’d changed my mind. Once I turned my last score sheet in at the front desk I started my new routine of putting on my skates, pulling my long blonde hair into a ponytail, and heading out onto the rink. As usual Taylor was already there, and she’d developed a sort of habit of passing me a puck as I stepped onto the rink. That was normally the extent of her acknowledgement of me.
 
   This time though, as I received a puck from her and began to skate to the other end of the rink, I paused and turned back. “So uh, is there any way to get around you in a game? Or am I just shit out of luck?”
 
   A few times over the past two weeks I’d tried to make comments, and after a small smile or some other way of letting me know she’d heard, Taylor would go back to whatever she was doing. Now, however, she seemed to chuckle at my remark, and stood there looking at me for a few moments. I was about to shrug it off and go on my way, seeing as how I wasn’t going to get an answer, but then she did something I never would have expected. She waved me over to her.
 
   “Really?” The shocked word was out before I could stop it, and I looked around nervously, not sure I understood her correctly. She wasn’t just going to ignore me?
 
   Guess not, because after an amused smirk she nodded and waved me over more vigorously. Still unsure, I hesitantly coasted to meet her halfway between the net and center rink. When I got there, and stood about a foot from her, she skated right up to me so that the toes of our skates were practically touching, and we stood face to face. The sudden lack of distance caused my breath to hitch. Two weeks of hardly existing, and now we were barely six inches apart. We were so close, in fact, that the bill of her hat bumped me in the forehead, and with an apologetic smile she lifted it off her head and turned it so she was wearing it backward.
 
   As she lifted the hat, and before she put it back on, I caught a glimpse of a scar on the left side of her forehead, the end of it barely sticking out of her hairline. Curious. When she was done adjusting her cap she grabbed me by the shoulders and gave me a shake, then another, and another, until I figured out she wanted me to stand solid. It was hard though, with how close she was. Damn Victoria for putting those thoughts in my head. When I finally mustered the strength to stand as frigid as I could, she gave my shoulder an approving pat.
 
   Her gaze met mine while she reached for my gloved left hand, and for a moment I wasn’t sure what she was doing with it because I’d gotten lost in her bright brown eyes. She was wearing that blue hat again. She liked bright colors. I liked them too. Or, rather, I liked the way they made her tawny complexion glow. Okay, maybe Victoria was right. Maybe I did look at Taylor a certain way and just didn’t want to admit it to myself, but I’ll be damned if it was anything but a sexual attraction.
 
   Finally, when she set my left glove against the middle of her collarbone, I figured out what she was doing. This was how she stopped me almost every time I tried to get by her. Usually the objective was to pull some sort of move to try and get her flustered while I got the puck, and then me, by her. That’s never how it went. Anytime she didn’t smack the puck away before I pulled a move she just bodied up, getting in my way while she maintained a center on me by placing her glove on my chest.
 
   Feeling like I had to say something before she realized I was staring at her again, I asked, albeit in an unsteady breath, “okay, what now?” Without having to think about it, I felt her lean a little against my glove, and then she rolled off it, out and away from my body. I couldn’t help but laugh at the simplicity of the action. “That’s it?”
 
   She just gave a brief shrug, as if to say ‘duh.’ I mean, it made sense. Anytime she’d pulled this stunt on me I’d been too annoyed or disappointed to think of doing anything but backing away from her and going around. It hadn’t crossed my mind to roll off of her body, which would be even easier when I already had momentum like I would during a game.
 
   Laughing again, I shook my head in disbelief. “I’ve been letting you make a fool of me for the past few games, and this was the trick the whole time.”
 
   The side of her mouth tugged sideways thoughtfully, and she held both hands out, moving them up and down like she was weighing what I said. In her own sarcastic way, she was telling me ‘maybe.’ Maybe this was the trick, if I was skilled enough to do it successfully. Speech or no speech, she was expressive.
 
   “Mind if I try it?” I asked, and though she shook her head, she didn’t move from where she was standing.
 
   Not sure if she wanted to do it from a stand still or not, I stepped up to her and waited until she had her gloved hand on my chest. I’d never had to do a three-sixty before. Ever. I was good on my feet and sure I could do it, but frankly, I was worried about making myself look bad in front of Taylor. So before I rolled off of her I got nervous. When I finally attempted the move the nerves caused me to catch the back wheel of my left skate on the front wheel of my right, and I stumbled away from her. Luckily I didn’t fall on my face and managed to stay standing, so I didn’t look like a complete idiot.
 
   The amused smirk Taylor had made me blush, and the fact that I was blushing made me shade even more, until I was sure I looked like Victoria whenever I picked on her.
 
   “I never tried it before,” I mumbled. Taylor just pointed at her feet, instructing me to watch as she slowly did one turn, then another, and another, until she was spinning in fast, consistent circles. “Show off,” I grumbled teasingly.
 
   Taylor just chuckled her usual huff-of-breath-laugh and shrugged, so I tried it the way she showed me. Sure enough, I did one whole turn without a problem. Though I was pretty sure the fact that her face wasn’t six inches from mine had a lot to do with it. Her smile grew as I did a few more turns, until she was beaming at me with an accomplished grin. I felt a bit like a little kid, one of the ones from those classes she helped teach, which was a little unnerving. But hey, at least she knew I existed.
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   October 20
 
    
 
   Plopping onto the floor of the rink and sitting with my back against the boards, I pulled off my gloves to give my hands some air. I was panting a little bit from exertion, but tried not to let it show as Taylor sat down next to me. She pulled her own hands out of her gloves, adjusted the bright red ball cap she was wearing, and then pushed the rolled-up sleeves of her white t-shirt farther up her shoulders. Even though I was trying to catch my breath, she didn’t seem to be winded in the slightest. Guess that’s to be expected when she’s kicking my ass the whole time.
 
   After I’d made the impeccable progress of getting her to acknowledge me on Tuesday, I’d actually been able to skate with her on Wednesday. Now that it was Thursday, it seemed we might be falling into a new routine, seeing as she kept letting me play one-on-one with her. Even though she was letting me skate with her, she was still quiet, and the past two days I hadn’t said much of anything either. It didn’t seem like attempting to make conversation would have much of a point. Now, though, that she seemed just a little bit comfortable being around me, I figured I could try talking to her, that way at least one of us knew something about the other.
 
   “You’re not even tired,” I stated in between sucks of air. “I can’t be this out of shape.” When I glanced over at her she was smiling, and noticing me looking at her, she shrugged as if to offer more of a response.
 
   Mitch appeared at the door of the rink and stood at the entrance. “Hey, Becks.” Taylor looked up at him and raised her eyebrows. “I’m taking off, make sure you lock up when you guys are done here.”
 
   Taylor nodded and gave him a farewell wave, but before leaving he hesitated. Even though he was standing clear across the rink, I could tell he was eyeing me apprehensively. It didn’t take a genius to see the protective glint in his eyes. Victoria had told me that Mitch was the only person Taylor really talked to. Surely it was because they’re close, and if he really was the father figure to Taylor that Victoria expected he was, then he was suspicious of my motives. I couldn’t blame him. Taylor didn’t talk. What kind of friendship could I be expecting to get from her? He probably thought it wasn’t a friendship I was after, just like Victoria accused me of.
 
   “Okay, see ya,” he said hesitantly to Taylor, and then waved to both of us. “Bye, Jordan.”
 
   Usually Mitch just waved as he was passing by the glass of the rink. Since we started skating toward the end of the night, it was normal for us to be on the rink until everyone else had gone home. I don’t know how long she’d have stayed every night if I weren’t keeping her here, but if she felt I was being inconsiderate or she wanted to go home, she never let it show. I had enough sense to leave though on the nights she got off the rink before me, I could take that much of a hint.
 
   I was in the process of trying to think of more to say when Taylor shoved her gloves back on and stood. At first I thought maybe she actually was ready to leave, but then she grabbed a puck and started taking it around the net. Still catching my breath, I sat there for a minute and watched her. She was graceful, but there was power behind every stride. It wasn’t her speed, however, that made her an incredible player. It was her hands. Good hands meant she could get past almost anybody, and they’d never know what hit them.
 
   As if to prove that I was right, Taylor took the puck to center rink and started skating with it toward the goal. When she got to the top of the circles she dropped the puck and the blade of her stick between her legs. Then she laid the blade of her stick flat against the top of the puck, and as she pulled it forward again she spun, scooping it up and sending it flying toward the net while she turned in a circle. The move made me laugh. Not just because it looked amazing, but because of, once again, how easy she made it look. I’d seen a few girls on my team do the same move and pull it off successfully, with actually getting the puck in the net while making it look good, about once every five times they tried.
 
   Taylor had made her way to the net to get the puck out, and when she heard me laughing she paused to pass me a curious look.
 
   “Can you do that again?” I asked.
 
   At my request she took the puck a couple feet away from the net and easily repeated the move from a standstill. Again, it was flawless, causing me to scoff in disbelief. I put my gloves back on and stood, leaning back against the boards and eyeing her inquisitively. “What else can you do?”
 
   Suddenly growing shy, she gave a small shrug while she glanced down at the puck for a moment, thinking about my question. Then, with a sudden smile, she grabbed it again and skated around so she could start back toward the net. She started out doing the same move, but this time before she brought the puck all the way forward, she switched it to her backhand, completing the move in reverse.
 
   “Wow,” I laughed again. “Can you do that during a game?” The corner of her mouth twitched unsurely, and under the brim of her hat an eyebrow rose as she shrugged. I wondered if she’d ever even tried it. Though, she’d probably never needed to. “Think you could teach me?”
 
   She nodded, and for the next hour or so she attempted to show me how. I’d figured out how to scoop up the puck as easily as she did, but the whole spinning and shooting at the same time thing was still a work in progress. Fortunately, Taylor was pretty patient, and even though she didn’t say anything she was a decent teacher, demonstrating when she needed to and adjusting my hands for me when I just couldn’t figure it out. Eventually it became obvious that Taylor was tired, and if she was tired, then best believe that I was exhausted.
 
   So began the last phase of our routine. I’d noticed that whenever I left at night Taylor followed me to the front doors to lock them behind me, but she never left when I did. Tonight, after I walked out the front with my gear in tow, I got into my car and pulled it to the back of the parking lot, where I re-parked. Sure, I felt a little shady hiding out in the dark of my car and watching the hockey rink, but I was far too curious to care. I’d always assumed that Taylor just stayed later to finish paperwork that she had to do before she left. But that didn’t make sense, because wouldn’t she want to do that paperwork before we started skating so she could just leave when we were done?
 
   I sat in the car for thirty minutes, playing solitaire on my cellphone and waiting for something to happen. After those thirty minutes, I’d given up and turned my car back on. I was about to pull out of the parking lot when something finally happened. All the lights at the rink shut off. It went completely dark, but still Taylor hadn’t emerged. I watched for five more minutes, thinking she would materialize eventually, but she never did. As I pulled away to head back home I thought Victoria might be more right than she knew. Maybe Taylor really is always at the rink.
 
    
 
   October 22
 
    
 
   “Charlie, don’t you dare open that beer,” Victoria glared at our teammate, who’d materialized a can of alcohol.
 
   A large grassy area outside the rink that Victoria and I worked at had been turned into a makeshift dining area with picnic tables, and a couple food trucks sat in the parking lot nearby. Since we were in between games at the tournament right now, and had about thirty minutes until we needed to start getting ready for the next one, we’d all gone outside and stood in the freakishly long lines to get food, which each of us had devoured instantly. All of us had been at the rink since eleven in the morning, and while the three games we’d already played had been spread out, everyone was too lazy to go home and come back.
 
   At Victoria’s command Charlie set the beer on the table, eyeing it longingly while she pouted. “Come on, just one.”
 
   Victoria rolled her eyes and sighed in exasperation, so with a laugh I figured I’d step in for her. “We’re playing Misconducts next. You can have the beer after the game.” For good measure, I reached across the table and grabbed the can.
 
   Charlie was about to respond, but a feminine arm reached from behind me and grabbed the drink. “Some things never change.”
 
   At the sound of the amused and familiar voice behind Victoria and I, I could feel the blood drain from my face. Even as Charlie shrieked, and her, Linda, and the youngest player, Morgan, got up to hug the owner of it, I refused to turn around. It didn’t matter though, because the three dragged the new girl to Charlie’s seat across from me, while Charlie moved to sit at my side. Dark brown eyes locked onto me from behind shoulder-length black locks, and the girl’s thin lips curled into a greeting smile.
 
   Before she could verbally acknowledge me, Charlie turned back to Victoria. “As I was going to say, I’ll give up the beer if we all go clubbing tonight.” Then she turned to Linda with a teasingly apologetic smile. “And sorry Linda, dear, not a gay club.”
 
   “Yes!” Morgan dragged out the ‘s’ sound and pumped her fist excitedly.
 
   Charlie giggled, shaking her head at the girl. “What are you so excited about, baby face? I said a straight club, not an eighteen and up.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter.” Morgan just grinned and reached into the purse she’d set on the table, pulling out a fake ID. Then she danced excitedly and spoke in a singsong voice. “I’m getting some hunk tonight.”
 
   “Oh, let me see!” Linda interrupted Morgan’s celebration, grabbing for the ID. Then she turned to the newcomer. “Nicole, you should come too!”
 
   “Yeah!” both Charlie and Morgan agreed in unison.
 
   At the invitation offered to my ex, Victoria shot me a side-glance to see the reaction I had. However, despite my inward grimace, I managed to keep the expression off my face. Nicole stole a glance at me too, and when I didn’t protest she nodded, sending the other three girls’ excitement over the edge. Nicole and I didn’t end on the best terms when we broke up, though I didn’t think either of us harbored any resentment now. It had been almost six months since I’d even seen her, and while we were fine being around each other, I didn’t necessarily want her to go clubbing with us.
 
   Aside from the fact that she was a living, breathing reminder of why I never wanted to attempt another relationship, she’d also always been good at getting what she wanted. And when drunk, I had the worst self-control known to man. Throw that in with the fact that after we’d broken up she tried desperately hard to get back together with me, and that I knew she still would, she was an easy lay. A lay I didn’t want now, but knew I would come tonight, when I was intoxicated and lonely.
 
   “They finally got you to play, huh, J?” Nicole asked, popping open the beer she’d taken from me, and smirking as she held it away from a reaching Charlie.
 
   Seeing Charlie act so childish about the drink was funny, so also trying to ease some of my tension I let myself laugh at the sight while I answered, “yeah, they finally did. It’s been fun though.” Then I glanced around awkwardly, trying to think of what to say since I hadn’t spoken to her since she’d moved. “How do you like living up north?”
 
   “Besides being on a crappy hockey team now,” Charlie teased and stopped fussing over the can.
 
   Nicole chuckled and shrugged. “It’s fine. School keeps me busy. I actually started the masters program this semester.”
 
   “Still doing veterinary medicine, right?” Victoria chimed in.
 
   I was glad everyone else was there to ask questions. If it were just Nicole and I, I probably would’ve died of awkwardness already. Or she would’ve steered it a more intimate direction. It was like being forced to sit down with one of my one-night stands, only this time there was history. We sat there for the next twenty minutes while everyone talked to Nicole, since they hadn’t seen her in a while either, until it was time to go get ready for our last game of the day. After all of us went to the locker room and put on our gear, we made our way out onto the rink. Warm ups seemed to go by too quickly through the stress of playing Misconducts in another tournament. Already I felt like we’d lose, I just hoped there weren’t too many fights.
 
   Victoria and I sat out the first shift with Holly and Charlie, while our other four players started the game. A few shifts later the period was almost over, and nobody had scored yet. We’d just gotten back on the bench and were watching the game, and both Victoria and I stood excitedly as one of our forwards, Erin, managed to get the puck and start skating toward the other team’s goalie, alone and on a breakaway. If we were going to score, now would be it. Victoria pounded on the boards with her fist as Erin flew up the rink, shouting at her encouragingly.
 
   Erin was alone, but the other players, ours and the other team’s, were close behind, so she only had one chance to shoot. When she got near the top of the circles she brought her stick back like she was going to take a slap shot, but when the goalie flinched she picked the puck up again and skated forward, finally taking a wrist shot at the bottom left of the net. The puck hit the goalie’s leg pad and fell to the ground, where the goalie instantly dropped and covered it with her glove. That didn’t stop Erin though, because she kept skating, and when she reached the goalie she shoved at the player’s glove with her stick, trying to wedge the puck out from underneath before the referees blew the whistle.
 
   The thing about battling for the puck with the other team’s goalie, however, is that players get defensive over their goalie. That was one thing I learned the hard way in the last tournament I played. Not surprisingly, as Erin tried to get the puck, one of the Misconducts players caught up and shoved her away with so much force that Erin went crashing to the ground. With that I sighed, and watched the first fight of the night unfold before my eyes. Coming to the defense of Erin, Morgan, who was small compared to most other players in general, had to jump to get her arms around the Misconducts player’s neck. Then every other player on the rink, including our other two, Grace and Linda, rushed in. The Misconducts players tried to get in to break Morgan’s grip on the girl’s neck while trying to keep an aggravated Erin from taking advantage of the fact that the girl who shoved her was in a chokehold. At the same time our girls tried to keep the Misconducts players from injuring Erin and Morgan.
 
   The refs and the scorekeeper refused to stop the time during the brawl, so while they were attempting to break the girls apart the buzzer for the end of the first period sounded. When they finally managed to break everyone up, the players returned to their respective benches for a talk.
 
   Our coach pinched the bridge of his nose stressfully. “You know, it is okay not to retaliate!” Then as he removed his fingers he gave a heavy sigh. “Morgan and Erin, you’re in the box.”
 
   “What?” Erin protested. “I’m the one who got hit!”
 
   The coach shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, this is a tournament and the refs aren’t putting up with any bullshit this weekend.” He glanced over at the other team’s bench while pointing to Charlie and I. “They only have one player in the box. Charlie, Jordan, I want you two out there for the penalty kill. It’s three on two, so I want Charlie between the hash marks and the goalie. Jordan, I want you near the top of the circles.” As he spoke he pulled out a small whiteboard that had markings on it to look like a hockey rink, and he drew small circles to show where he wanted us. “Stay vertical, I want you guys in line with each other, but make sure you’re not screening Bonnie. If the goalie can’t see, we’re done.”
 
   Both Charlie and I nodded, and at the sound of the buzzer we shuffled off the bench while Grace and Linda made their way onto it. Fortunately, the faceoff was in front of the other team’s goalie, so while Charlie stayed deep in our zone I headed for the circle.
 
   As I was coasting over Taylor was passing me, and she gave me an acknowledging smile as she did. Before she was out of earshot I teased, “hey, if you’re going to score now, I want to see something fancy.”
 
   She just laughed, nodded, and skated past the faceoff circle to her side. Even though she nodded, I wasn’t sure whether she took me seriously or not. I was teasing, sure, but I was still kind of serious. Maybe if she tried to be fancy it would throw her off and she wouldn’t score, though that was still highly unlikely.
 
   I lined up at the faceoff, and the moment the ref dropped the puck I hit it forward and retreated back to our zone. Trying to score now would be crazy. The only thing Charlie and I could do was try to stop the other team from scoring. Since Misconducts had the puck and three players, their two offensive girls went to either side of our net and stayed in the side faceoff circles while their defensive player, Taylor, stayed near the center. Though she was directly in front of me, and only about five feet away, I refrained from trying to get the puck from her. The only thing that would do is give her a chance to get around me and leave Charlie to defend against three players. Instead I stood there, watching her eyes as she glanced between her players, looking for a pass, and I swung my stick back and forth so if she passed I might be able to intercept it.
 
   After a few seconds of searching, she finally shot a neat pass over my stick to the player on her left. The forward received the pass and cradled the puck for a second, trying to decide if she should take a shot or not. However, our goalie had already lined up to block a shot, so unless she had unprecedented aim, she wasn’t going to make it. She also couldn’t pass it across to the player on the other side of the net because Charlie was standing directly between them. Nervous that I was too close to Taylor to send a direct pass, the player turned and sent the puck hard at the boards, where it ricocheted toward center rink and Taylor picked it up.
 
   When she got the puck back she went back to another few moments of deciding what to do with it. Then she paused from looking back and forth between her players and her eyes met mine. Her gaze lingered on me for a second before her lips turned up into a grin, and I could see by the sparkle in her eye that she was up to something. As the thought hit me, and before I could react, she sent a pass to her player on the right and took off in the same direction. She passed her player and headed for the back of the net. While I was trying to decide whether I should break position and chase her, or whether I should wait because there’s no way she could score from behind the net, the player sent the puck back to her, and she proved me wrong. The moment she got it she scooped it onto the blade of her stick, continued to the other side of the net, and as she got to the edge of it she calmly reached around and put the puck into the top corner.
 
   At the goal I threw my gloved hands to the cage of my helmet, shaking my head. Maybe she did take me seriously, and I was right about being fancy not throwing her off in the least. When she skated by me to line up at the face off again I couldn’t resist holding an admiring glove out to her so she could tap with her own. In tournament games there were only two periods instead of three, so by now there were only about ten minutes left in the game. Needless to say, by the end there were two more, but smaller, fights, and no more goals, bringing Misconducts yet another victory against us.
 
   After the games those of us from the team who were going to the club had enough time to go home and shower. Victoria picked me up at nine-thirty, and when we got through the entrance to the club I pulled Austin aside. 
 
   “Hey,” I started, “if you want I can be the DD tonight.” It might have seemed like a nice offer, but really I was looking for an excuse not to drink. If I got drunk I’d probably end up going home with a girl, and I didn’t want that girl to be Nicole.
 
   But damn Austin for being the nice guy that he is, because he shook his head and pushed me toward the bar where Victoria was ordering drinks. “Don’t worry about it. You have fun.”
 
   Since he was physically pushing me toward the bar, and I was reluctant to explain sobriety to Victoria, I felt I had no choice but to go that way, and when I reached it Victoria had already ordered me a drink. So ensued the usual routine of drinking and dancing, and two hours of shoving off guys and a few drinks later Nicole finally found me. Just like I knew she would.
 
   I’d been dancing around Victoria and Austin when she came up behind me, and with her hands on my hips she leaned into my ear. “Hey, can we go somewhere? I want to talk to you.”
 
   To continue dancing but be able to talk to her, I turned and put my arms around her neck. I could smell the alcohol on her breath, but the scent disappeared when I put my mouth to her ear so she could hear me. “What about?”
 
   “I just want to talk to you,” she repeated, and taking my thoughtful silence as an affirmative she took my hand to lead me away.
 
   Before I let her drag me I caught a glimpse of Victoria’s disapprovingly furrowed brow. I grabbed her head and pulled her ear to me. “She just wants to talk. I’ll be right back.” I could tell she still didn’t like it, but she didn’t protest.
 
   Nicole dragged me all the way to the outside of the club, and when we reached a small, empty smoking area I pulled away from her hand and hopped up onto one of the tables, sitting on the top while my feet rested on the seat. After studying me for a second while I waited for her to say something, Nicole stepped forward and pressed her lips to mine. Through the fog of intoxication it took me a few seconds to catch up, then another few to remember that this was why I didn’t want to drink.
 
   Gently pushing her shoulders away, I raised an eyebrow at her. “What did you want to talk about?”
 
   “Okay, maybe I lied,” she admitted with a smirk, and then leaned forward to give me another kiss. “I need you.”
 
   This time she was more aggressive, and since I was wearing short shorts, as her lips moved against mine she slid her hands up the outside of my bare thighs. The touch made me shudder, and I put my closed fists on her shoulders, mentally battling with myself over whether I wanted to keep letting her kiss me or push her away. Then her hands shifted inward. As they slid down and then made their way back up on the sensitive inside of my legs, the battle was half lost, and I let my arms drape over the back of her neck.
 
   Her words echoed in my ears. I need you. We’d dated for a year, and she’d learned a few things during that time about my past. She was a smart girl, and no doubt knew I slept around because I liked feeling wanted. Liked feeling needed. Those words echoed again, and I instinctively brought my hands to her shoulders once more. This time I found the strength to push her away. She always did know how to work me over, and now she was just using my weaknesses against me. Using those words to get what she wanted again. But not this time.
 
   “What do you want, Nicole?” I asked, my tone bitter. A year had also taught me to catch on to when I was being manipulated.
 
   She looked hurt, glancing up at me with those dark brown eyes and a frown on her face. “I miss you,” she told me quietly, stepping forward again and placing her hands back on my legs. “I still want to be with you.”
 
   I pushed her hands off and scoffed, “you live eight hours away. What kind of relationship would that be?”
 
   “The kind you’d actually be good at,” she quipped angrily, clearly offended at my dismissal of her. Then the scowl disappeared, and she tried to recover her coy smirk as she rested her hands on my thighs again, going so far as to slide them up the inside once more, like the touch would get me to melt.
 
   Annoyed, I stood so she couldn’t touch me like that anymore, and walked over to the gate that enclosed the area, leaning back against it and crossing my arms over my chest. She just turned to look at me, eyes still pouting like she was hurt I didn’t still want her.
 
   “Come on, I thought we were good together. I don’t even know why you broke up with me in the first place.”
 
   “Hello?” I asked with poisonous sarcasm. “You cheated on me, remember?”
 
   Her eyes grew wide like that was news to her, but the look of shock disappeared a second later and she stepped up to me, setting her hands on my hips. “I know, but I couldn’t help it. You were always so,” she paused as she thought to herself for a second, “emotionally unavailable.” As if that was reason enough she leaned her head onto my shoulder and wrapped her arms around my waist.
 
   I could barely feel her though, I was so furious. Nobody but Victoria could get away with calling me that, and it made me infinitely more outraged that she used it as justification for cheating on me. This conversation was so stressful I couldn’t even feel the alcohol anymore.
 
   “Goddammit, stop touching me!” I hadn’t really meant to yell as I pushed her away again, this time harder. Stunned at the volume of my voice and the force behind my shove, she backed up, and when she looked at me she’d managed to make her eyes watery. It didn’t matter though if she started crying, I was too upset to care. “Don’t fucking act like I didn’t try. I felt more for you than I ever let myself, and you blew it. Don’t try to act like that was my fucking fault.”
 
   “Please, Jordan,” Nicole pleaded, eyes welling up with more tears. “I’m sor-”
 
   “Don’t say you’re sorry. It doesn’t matter,” I growled, and angrily strode toward the opening of the gate. “Now you’re really pissing me off. I’m leaving.” With a deep sigh as I reached the exit I tried to calm myself, turning back toward her. “You should go home and get some sleep too.”
 
   “Jordan, wait!” she called after me, and though I could hear the wetness in her voice, I didn’t care.
 
   I didn’t even bother to go back in and say goodbye to Victoria, I just got into a taxi and told the driver my address. I knew tomorrow, after this sunk in and I had time to think about it, I might feel a little bad about how I treated Nicole. In some ways, even though it infuriated me, she was right. At the beginning of our relationship she really liked me, but I didn’t feel much of anything for her. I’d started dating her because everyone on the team liked her so much, and if I started to feel for anyone I thought she’d be a good person to fall for. About halfway through she started realizing how hard it would be to make me fall in love with her, and that’s when she started building resentment toward me.
 
   Toward the end was when I finally started to let myself develop real feelings for her, and though it was far from love, it was more than I’d ever let myself feel for someone. I figured if she’d stuck around that long, then maybe she really loved me and I could start to trust her. By that time, however, she’d given up on me and started finding solace in some girl she dated before me. The bitterness on my part came from the fact that I never understood why she didn’t just break up with me, instead of cheating on me for the last couple months we were together. And as if I wasn’t damaged and emotionally unavailable enough, she had to go and blame cheating on the fact that I was broken. The worst part about it, even though I argued otherwise… I couldn’t really bring myself to disagree with her.
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   Sunday was the last day of the weekend-long tournament, and I strolled into the rink bright and early, yawning as I made my way through the glass doors. Okay, so maybe it was almost ten, but I’d had a long night. Heading to the front desk to check the schedule, I chuckled at the head resting on the surface and hiding behind a white and green ball cap. Looked like Taylor was pretty tired too. I wasn’t surprised, since it seemed like she’d been doing some work last night, and during tournaments the games could run until two in the morning.
 
   “Busy night?” I asked, dropped my hockey bag onto the floor, and laughed as she lifted her head off the counter, glancing at me with half-closed eyes and giving a slow nod. “Well, I’ll just let you go back to sleep then.” With an appreciative smile she folded her arms across the desk and laid her head back down.
 
   “Jordan,” Victoria called my name as she came down the hall. She must have already been in the locker room. When she got to where I stood though, I could tell she looked upset. “Did you have sex with Nicole last night?”
 
   At the question Taylor’s head shot up, and out of reactive instinct I glanced at the tired girl, wide-eyed with embarrassment. Then, before I had time to see the response on Taylor’s face, I grabbed Victoria by the arm and dragged her out of earshot to the hallway near the pro shop, where the bathrooms were located.
 
   “Jesus Christ, Vic. You want to ask me a little louder?”
 
   Victoria followed my awkward gaze back to Taylor, and even though she was angry, she was considerate enough to speak quieter. “What, you’re worried about impressing Taylor? You know what will impress her?” Regardless of it ending as a question, she didn’t wait for an answer. “Not sleeping with your exes.”
 
   “Geez, why are you so pissed?” My first thought should have been to tell her it didn’t happen, but I was too stunned at her reaction to form much of a defense.
 
   “J, I’m your best friend, and you know I’ve got your back no matter what.” She paused and took a calming breath, even though it didn’t do much to calm her. “But it’s also my duty to cut through the bullshit.”
 
   Now I was just too shocked to say much of anything, so I echoed, “the bullshit?”
 
   “Yes, Jordan, the bullshit,” she repeated. “I can stand by and watch you go home with random girls all you want, but for the sake of both of you, I got to tell you that sleeping with Nicole again is fucked up. It’s definitely not good for you to be manipulated like that, and even though she cheated on you, she doesn’t deserve to be jerked around.”
 
   Nicole didn’t deserve to be jerked around? Was Victoria defending her? Oh God, now I could feel a sickened bile rising in my throat. It felt like a stab in the chest. “Jerked around?”
 
   “She did have feelings for you… in some weird, twisted way… and if you keep encouraging her then she’s never going to leave you alone.” In the midst of Victoria’s answer she poked at me for emphasis. I couldn’t stop it then, no matter how hard I tried, that single tear that slid down my cheek, and when Victoria saw it I didn’t have to look up to know she was now looking at me worriedly. “Jordan?” Yep, there was definitely worry in her voice, especially since I rarely let her see me cry. She bent down to get in my line of sight, forcing me to look her in the eyes, and her tone grew infinitely softer. “Jordan, what’s wrong?”
 
   “It’s my fault,” I admitted quietly, wiping at the tear and blinking away any more that threatened to fall. I could tell by the look on her face she was confused, so I continued, “Nicole was right. It’s my fault she cheated on me. I kept seeing her even though I didn’t love her.” And barely a whisper, “I wasn’t worth it.”
 
   Victoria grew visibly angry again, but this time it wasn’t at me. “Did Nicole say that to you?” Then she paced back and forth, talking to herself. “I should kick her ass for telling you that.” She resumed her place in front of me, and I couldn’t tell if she wanted to smack me for letting Nicole get in my head or hug me because of the result. Probably both. “You listen to me. Don’t ever believe anything that comes out of her mouth. There’s never an excuse for cheating, especially not because you’re guarded.”
 
   I nodded because that was what she wanted to see, but she could tell I wasn’t entirely with it, so she pulled me into a hug. “J, you want to know what Nicole’s problem is? You’re the best thing she never had, and she knows it. And since she wasn’t good enough for you the old fashioned way she’s trying to break you down, to manipulate you into being with her again.” After she released me from the hug she gently grabbed my face in her hands. “But that’s all it is, okay? It’s not true, not any of it. She’s just using the things she knows will hurt you.” Then she paused and gave a playful smirk. “Trust me, I’m a psych major, I know what I’m talking about.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh a little, and at the genuine smile Victoria sighed with relief and let go of my face. “You really don’t think it’s because I broke her heart?”
 
   Victoria shook her head vigorously. “Hell no. It’s not your fault, and please, don’t let anyone convince you that you aren’t worth it. You’re worth waiting a million years for.” As her blue eyes met mine, that same teasing smirk spread across her lips again. “And you’re going to make Taylor very happy one day.”
 
   “Vic!” I slapped her on the arm, my exclamation broken by a laugh. “How many times do I have to tell you? It’s not like that.” But then I paused thoughtfully. She seemed so sure I could get Taylor to like me if I wanted to. “You’re really convinced I could reel her in, huh?”
 
   “Jordan,” she beamed happily, “I know you could get any sexy bitch to fall in love with you that you wanted.”
 
   I couldn’t help but giggle as I grabbed Victoria, and this time I pulled her into a hug. “I love you, you know that?”
 
   In acknowledgement of the statement, especially because I very rarely volunteered those words on my own, Victoria’s arms tightened around my neck. When she pulled away she teased, “no homo, right?”
 
   With a chuckle and a roll of the eyes, I said, “super homo.”
 
   “Even better,” she laughed. “Love you too.” After another pause she pulled completely away, shaking her head angrily. “I’m so glad we’re playing Nicole’s team first, because I am so going to kick her ass.”
 
   Ignoring the statement, I added, “I didn’t sleep with her, by the way.” Victoria looked a little confused at that. “She tried, but she made me so mad I just went home.”
 
   “Oh,” she said thoughtfully. “Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”
 
   “You’re scary when you’re angry,” I laughed, and she shrugged like she couldn’t really argue. “And now I don’t know whether to be pissed you accused me and came on so strong, or glad that you made me feel a little better.”
 
   She smiled as innocently as she could and batted her eyes at me. “You should be glad. You love me, remember?” Again I rolled my eyes, but a second later her tone grew apologetic. “I’m sorry I accused you. Sometimes I just feel like I need to protect you, even if it means hurting your feelings a little bit.”
 
   I nodded. She was right anyway, even if she was a little abrasive at times. We stood there for a moment in silence, both of us staring at the floor, before I looked up at her curiously. “Why Taylor? Neither of us really knows anything about her. You don’t think it’s a bad idea trying to put two damaged people together?”
 
   “Yeah, maybe it’s not the best idea,” Victoria agreed with an amused smile before her look turned serious and she supplied me with an honest answer. “Despite you being able to get with a girl after she buys you a beer, I know it’s hard for you to get emotionally attached. Taylor’s the only person I know who might take things slower than you do.” I just laughed and shook my head. That was seriously why she thought Taylor and I might be compatible? So much for help from a psych major… “Really though, as your best friend I can be brutally honest with you, and if you want to impress Becks, then you really should stop going home with chicks.”
 
   Victoria turned to walk back to the front desk then, and I followed as I processed her advice. Something about it scared the shit out of me. It wasn’t the idea of giving up sex. I didn’t physically get much out of it anyway. It was because if I went celibate just to keep Taylor from thinking less of me, that would be like I was actively pursuing her. If I was consciously trying to get more than friendship from this, then that meant I was actually risking getting hurt. Which, with the ordeal with Nicole fresh in my mind, was way too frightening to dwell on.
 
   “It’s not-”
 
   “I know, I know,” Victoria interrupted with an annoyed and deliberate tone, and then repeated my frequent words. “It’s not like that.” As we got to the front desk so I could retrieve my gear, Victoria turned to Taylor, and without warning said, “Jordan didn’t sleep with her ex. Just thought I’d clear the air.”
 
   I threw my hockey bag over my shoulder at the same time Victoria finished her statement, and the weight of the bag along with the rush of blood to my head at the instant mortification I felt almost caused me to topple over. I knew my face had turned beet red, and I refused to even look at Taylor as I grabbed Victoria’s arm and began to drag her toward the locker room.
 
   “What the fuck, Vic?” I groaned, burying my face in my hands.
 
   “What? Now she knows the truth.” I could hear her snickering as she pushed open the door to the locker room, and her voice showed no remorse. “And dude, your face was priceless.” I rolled my eyes, and in order to keep from strangling her I tried to remind myself that I’d probably be lost without her.
 
   None of us were in a rush to put on our gear, and by the time we stepped out onto the rink for warm ups I was just itching to play. I was glad that skating the last couple weeks with Taylor had succeeded in breaking in my skates, and now my blisters were completely gone. We all messed around, as usual not taking warm ups too seriously, until the last thirty seconds when the coach called us all over to the bench for a talk.
 
   “Morning ladies,” Nick greeted while we all crowded around the bench. “I want to try changing up the lines a little bit. On the bench first I want Erin, Jordan, Holly, and Grace.” Then he pointed to the other four girls. “That means Linda, Charlie, Morgan, and Vic, you guys are starting. Alright look,” he pulled out his rink-shaped white board and erasable marker, “this team is no Misconducts, but they can body up pretty damn well. Keep your feet and the puck moving. If you stop, you’re going down. The only thing they got going for them is they can make dirty hits look clean.”
 
   With his marker he drew four circles in each corner of our half of the rink to represent our players, and then arrows to indicate movement. “Okay, we’re going for breakaways here, that’s the quickest way we’re going to score. Forwards, draw them in, then build up speed by switching places. Defense, when your forwards get momentum hit them with a pass so they can take the puck down together.”
 
   The buzzer went off for the start of the game and the referees blew their whistles to get us all to line up, so he waved his hands telling the four starters to go play. Since there’re only two periods during tournament games, we always start off on the opposite end of the rink as our bench. Meaning that as I watched our four players line up, the team we were playing skated to our side of the rink, and along with them, Nicole. She lined up on the outside of the circle closest to our bench, and before she turned around for the dropping of the puck her eyes met mine. She didn’t smile. Didn’t scowl. Didn’t even look hurt about the night before. She just looked at me, and that apathy had to be more infuriating than if she showed any emotion, because it only confirmed that to her it was all a game.
 
   The referee dropped the puck and it was sent back to the other team’s defense. We knew we were better than this team, so our players were going hard, and the second the defender received the puck she had a player coming for her. As Linda got to her, she sent the puck across the rink to Nicole, who was at the boards near our bench and tapping her stick for the pass. Nicole received the puck, but the second it touched her stick Victoria was already there. Instead of battling for it, Victoria leaned in with her shoulder and plowed Nicole hard into the boards. Clearly stunned and winded from the blow, Nicole hit the ground with a thud.
 
   “What the-” Nick started, and then sighed while he called after Victoria, who gave me a smug grin as she passed the bench for the penalty box. “Seriously, Vic? Not even thirty seconds into the game?” Then he mumbled to himself, “I swear to God sometimes it’s like I’m in high school all over again.”
 
   My attention was taken off of Victoria when I noticed how confused my teammates who knew Nicole were. They all knew that Nicole and I had dated, though they hadn’t been given the full details of the break up. As far as they knew we were close to being friends, so it obviously didn’t make sense to them why Victoria would be after her head the moment the game started. Nicole’s glove appeared on the edge of the boards, and a moment later she pulled herself up. When her gaze found me again, I had to admit I was pretty pleased with Victoria. Nicole’s eyes were no longer apathetic. They were embarrassed, and maybe more than a little aggravated. It took her a second to stand straight and fully recover, but when she did she scowled more severely at me.
 
   “Sending Victoria after me?” she asked sorely. “Real classy, J.” Then she skated away for the next faceoff.
 
   I hadn’t really thought Victoria would do anything, and I certainly hadn’t asked her to, but Nicole’s attitude about it caused me to snort with laughter.
 
   Still chuckling from pure amusement, I made my way over to the break in the glass between the bench and the penalty box so I could talk to Victoria. “Vic,” I playfully whined in flattered appreciation. “You shouldn’t have.”
 
   “Aw.” She waved me off with equal sarcasm. “Don’t mention it.”
 
   Needless to say, Victoria pulling off a hit like that at the start of the game made the rest of it a little rougher than it probably would’ve been otherwise. Even still, we ended up winning three to zero, and by the end Nicole wouldn’t even look in my general direction. After that game we had two more, which then brought us to the championship. Of course we lost the championship to Misconducts. It came pretty close though. Maybe if I kept practicing with Taylor I’d eventually get good enough to bring us a win against her.
 
    
 
   October 27
 
    
 
   Once again Taylor was exhausting me, so I leaned back against the boards, looking up at her as she just stood before me. Of course she wasn’t tired. We’d continued skating together all week, but since Victoria couldn’t keep her mouth shut I’d been too embarrassed to pick up my goal of making one-sided conversation with Taylor. Now that it was Thursday my mortification had subsided enough for me to be ready to try again.
 
   With the blade of my stick I poked at the wheels of her skates, and she looked down at me with a raised eyebrow. “At least act like you’re a little tired, so I feel like I’m giving you a run for your money.” Her lips turned up into her signature grin, the one that was dazzling but modest, and making exaggerated panting noises she put her hand to her chest and all but fell to the ground on my left, acting like she could barely breathe. “Is that what you think I sound like?” I asked, laughing while my cheeks tinted a little. She was actually picking on me.
 
   At first she shrugged, but after I continued to watch her for a moment a teasing smile spread across her face, and she nodded. At her joking my first instinct was to give her shoulder a playful shove, but I refrained at the thought that it might border too close to flirting, and frankly, since we hadn’t really had that one-sided conversation yet, it might be a little much. A movement from Taylor as she lifted her right arm to adjust the gray trucker hat she was wearing pulled my attention to her tattoo. She was wearing a slim-fitted boy t-shirt, so the top was covered, but from just above her elbow and down the ink was exposed.
 
   “Can I see your tattoo?” I asked somewhat shyly, and she pulled her right hand out of her glove and held her arm out to me.
 
   A few weeks ago when I’d counted the constellations, I’d counted correctly. There were four, evenly spread out and each one with a different date beneath it. Shades of blue dominated the tattoo, but now that I could study it more closely I could better make out the different colored planets. Hesitantly, I set my hands on her arm, and when she didn’t pull away I adjusted her position so I could see the underside. After I’d studied that area I pushed up the sleeve of her shirt to take a look at the hidden parts. There was one planet swirled with yellows, oranges, purples and greens, with a thick two-part ring around it. It had been since first grade that I’d studied the solar system, but that one had to be Saturn. Another one was a dark, brilliant red. Mars. The artist who’d done the work was definitely talented, because the ghostly full moon seemed to glow, and there was also a small sun of brilliant yellow and orange.
 
   I wanted to ask what it was for, but aside from the fact that I wasn’t going to get an answer was the common knowledge that a lot of people got tattoos for meaningful reasons. With how reserved Taylor still was with me, I doubt she wanted me even wondering about something personal. Hell, I was surprised she didn’t pull away at how familiarly I was running my fingers over the illustration.
 
   Instead I settled for, “did it hurt?”
 
   She seemed to think about it for a second before lifting her left hand and wavering it in the air, letting me know it kind of hurt. I was more than old enough now to get a tattoo. The thought had crossed my mind a few times, but I was never sure what I wanted to get. I was about to give Taylor her arm back, but stopped when I noticed a three-inch scar across the outside of her elbow, almost directly over the bone and well hidden by the ink.
 
   “Whoa, you know you have a scar here?”
 
   At that she chuckled, giving me a slight eye roll. It was a stupid question, and now that I thought of it, I laughed. Of course she knew she had a scar there. When I looked at it more carefully I could make out small dot-shaped scars above and below the perfect line, like the wound had been closed with stitches.
 
   “Surgery?”
 
   She nodded and gently grabbed my hand with her left, pressing my fingers against the skin of her elbow and moving them around until I felt the inconsistency. It was hard to catch at first, but once I felt it, it was impossible not to notice the two small bumps in the bone.
 
   “Are those screws?” I asked almost immediately, the shock evident in my voice. Her chin rose and fell again in another nod. “Was it a hockey injury?” This time she shook her head, and even though she was looking at me her gaze seemed to go straight through me, like I wasn’t even there anymore.
 
   My curiosity increased a couple notches, especially since I couldn’t just ask her how she broke the bone, but by that distant look I figured it was time for a subject change. “Do you have any more tattoos?” After letting me know in her silent way that she didn’t, she raised her eyebrows and pointed at me. “No, I don’t have any,” I answered, and then so the conversation wouldn’t stop I gave more detail. “Maybe someday I’d like to get one, I just got to figure out what I’d want first. That could take me forever to decide.” Those bright brown eyes scanned me up and down, like she was trying to imagine me with ink. “If I ever did get one, I might get it on the top of my foot.”
 
   I stretched forward and pointed to the top of my skate boot, making Taylor wince. With a laugh of agreement, I continued, “I know. It’s supposed to hurt a lot from what I hear, but it seems like the best place to me.” We both fell silent for a moment after that, until she pointed at the sweatshirt I was wearing, which had the logo from my university on it. “Oh yeah, I have two semesters left. I know, I should be done by now.” At that she raised a single eyebrow at me and raised her hands to the side of her, asking me why.
 
   Why wasn’t I done yet? There was a pretty good reason for that, but I didn’t necessarily want to tell her my parents kicked me out right after high school and I had to put off education for over a year just to work. Even working and saving up during that time, there was no way I made enough to cover even attending at a junior college. Fortunately, Jamie was done with school and had a decent job, and even though I hated having to rely on her, she and Cameron offered to pay for most of my school as long as they could afford it. This semester was my third one at the University, and luckily I’d been able to get financial aid, or I don’t think Jamie and I ever would have been able to afford putting me through college.
 
   “There was family stuff, so I had to put it off for a little while,” I answered, and Taylor opened her mouth a little as if to say ‘oh’. There was something about the way she looked at me that said she was curious to know more. Even though she didn’t say anything, she had such an expressive aura about her. It was her eyes, and her body language. When she wanted it, she was so easy to read. Before my thoughts turned into one of my infamous fits of staring, I kept talking. “So, yeah, I’m almost done. I’m a business major, finance.”
 
   Taylor curled her upper lip and stuck out her tongue disgustedly, making me giggle and nod in agreement. “Yeah, it’s not the most entertaining. What about you? Do you go to school?” She bobbed her head side to side in a ‘yeah, sort of’ kind of way, so I tried to figure out how she could sort of go to school. “Do you go to a campus nearby?” A shake of the head. “It’s far away?” Taylor chuckled and shook her head again. I was confused. It took another second of thoughtful strain to figure it out. “Oh, you do it online?”
 
   Now she grinned, glad I’d figured it out as she nodded. Playing the guessing game was kind of fun, and it didn’t seem like she minded too much that I was trying to figure things out about her. “Okay, let me guess what your major is. Biology?” She shook her head. “Is it a science?” No. “Math?” No. “Art?” Not that one either. “History?” When she shook her head again I gasped in disbelief, “don’t tell me you’re an English major.”
 
   Scrunching her eyebrows and trying to figure out why I’d said it like that, Taylor nodded, giving a curious smile. “No, Taylor! Not English!” I exclaimed teasingly, playfully pushing her shoulder as I lay to the side on the rink and pretended to faint with disbelief. When I got back up she was laughing, watching my antics with an amused glimmer in her eyes. “English is my worst subject,” I explained. “It’ll be the death of me.” She seemed to understand, but shrugged, unable to explain herself.
 
   While we sat there she put her gloves back on and started to absentmindedly slide her stick across the floor. She hadn’t even been tired when we sat down, so no doubt she wanted to get up.
 
   “You ready to start skating again?” I asked just to clarify, and when she nodded with a seemingly excited smile, I stood. I followed her back out to the middle of the rink and passed her the puck. “I think I’ll start out on defense this time, I need to get better at it.”
 
   She nodded, but her lips curled into an entertained smile. We both knew I ended up on defense anyway, since she got the puck from me right away and I couldn’t get it back unless she gave it to me. Nice as she was, she wasn’t about to indulge me just to go easy on my ego. I didn’t mind too much since already it felt like I might be improving. But at least if I started on defense, I could save myself thirty seconds of exertion trying to keep the puck away from her.
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   October 31
 
    
 
   Even though Jamie wasn’t home, I glanced around suspiciously as I shuffled across the living room toward the bag of candy on the kitchen counter. She’d specifically told me I couldn’t have any of that candy because we’d run out if I started eating it, and there wouldn’t be any for the trick-or-treaters. Aren’t things just so much more tempting though when you’re not supposed to do it? After sitting on the couch for a few hours after I got home from class, studying was getting boring, and the candy had started calling my name. I made it to the counter, and cast a final, watchful glance toward the door before reaching into the bag.
 
   As if Jamie could sense my misbehavior my phone started buzzing in my pocket, and the caller ID flashed my sister’s name. “Yeah…?” I answered, speaking slowly.
 
   “Get your hand away from the candy.”
 
   My gaze shot back toward the window by the front door, but despite my suspicion, Jamie wasn’t peeking in at me. How did she know? “I wasn’t eating any of it,” I lied, popping a single piece of chocolate into my mouth.
 
   “I’ll have you know that I counted every single piece in that bag.”
 
   “Liar,” I accused, making my way back to the couch.
 
   Jamie ignored me and changed the subject. “Do you work tonight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   On Halloween the hockey rink did a special public skate night where they gave candy to all the kids, and people could come in and skate for free if they were dressed up. Since they didn’t schedule any games during the skate, they didn’t need any scorekeepers. While I’d been doing my homework I’d been contemplating whether or not I wanted to go. It was only six, and the skate didn’t start until eight, so I still had some time to think about it.
 
   Jamie sounded like she was about to say something, but stopped when she heard the doorbell go off through the phone. “Our first trick-or-treaters?” she asked excitedly.
 
   I hurried to the door and, upon opening it, the happy ‘trick-or-treat’s confirmed her question. “Hold on, one sec.” I tossed the phone onto the couch and ran a few strides to grab the candy. “Happy Halloween,” I grinned at the two young kids in princess costumes and their little dragon sidekick, throwing a handful of candy into each of their plastic buckets. When I’d closed the door behind them I grabbed my cell phone off the couch. “Jamie?”
 
   “Yeah, hey, come outside. I have a surprise for you.”
 
   Even if she couldn’t see me, I glared incredulously. “If Cameron’s waiting outside to scare me with another one of those damn skeletons, you can forget it.”
 
   “No, he’s not, I promise. Just come to the car.” Before I could make another protest she hung up.
 
   With an apprehensive sigh I shoved my phone back into my pocket and strolled out of the building to the street where Jamie usually parked. When I got there she was leaning against the side of her mini SUV with her arms crossed patiently over her chest. By the time I stood next to her and she hadn’t materialized something exciting, I was about to ask where my surprise was. Then she pointed to Cameron, who came jogging around the corner with a little boy dressed in a Superman costume held straight above his head, and while pretending to make the boy fly he was whistling the hero’s theme song.
 
   At the sight of the blond toddler I grabbed Jamie’s shoulder, having to balance myself through the shock of seeing him in person. “Oh my God, Jamie.” My eyes kept darting back and forth between her and the boy, unsure of if I was seeing things right. I had to be dreaming. It was too good to be real. Every time I looked back at Jamie though, the smile on her face grew wider and wider.
 
   “You know Mom and Dad aren’t too gung-ho about Halloween,” she told me, the grin on her face bigger than I’d ever seen and with an accomplished sparkle in her eye. “But I convinced them to let me take him trick-or-treating.”
 
   “Hey!” the toddler yelled through giggling to get Cameron’s attention, and when he had it he pointed at the ground.
 
   When Cameron finally put him down Justin walked right up to me, and stood with his hands on his hips in a Superman pose, looking at me curiously. The pictures didn’t do him justice. He was infinitely cuter, especially looking up at me with those enormous blue eyes in the padded costume that made it look like he had huge muscles, even though his head was still tiny. His blond hair had been cut since the last picture I saw, and it was gelled with a classic curl in the front.
 
   I waited to see if he’d say something, but when he just kept looking up at me I knelt down in front of him, keeping a little distance in case he thought of me as a stranger. The last thing I needed to do was scare him. “Do you know who I am?”
 
   He blinked a couple times, and then stared at me for a few more seconds. “Joh-din!” Oh my god, he can’t say his r’s. His lisp made me want to reach out and grab him so I could squeeze all the cuteness out. After Justin said my name he ran back to Cameron, and as Cameron picked him up again to fly him around the lawn in front of the apartment building, he kept excitedly yelling my name. “Joh-din! Joh-din!”
 
   “Told ya I mentioned you,” Jamie said with an ‘I told you so’ smirk.
 
   “Thank you.” I choked on the words as I held back a joyous sob, and without warning I turned and grabbed Jamie, pulling her into such a tight hug she let out a pained breath. Despite the grunt, she wrapped her arms around me to return the embrace. A second later a thought struck me, and I pulled away from my sister to look at her worriedly. “Wait, what if he says something to Mom?”
 
   “Meeting you was a surprise for him too, and we told him he could only have his surprise if he didn’t tell her.” Jamie shrugged and gave a dry laugh. “He’s only four, so God knows if he understood. But it’s worth the risk, right?”
 
   Her eyes widened with shock when I pulled her into another fierce hug. “So worth it.”
 
   “Good.” She seemed just as happy as I felt, judging by the way she kept smiling. I just hoped she could tell how truly grateful I was, and I would definitely have to find a way to make it up to her. “Hey, Justin.” When Cameron heard Jamie calling for the toddler he put the boy down, and little Superman came running over to her. “Are you ready to go trick-or-treating with Jordan?”
 
   “Yeah!” He threw his fists in the air and jumped. I could already tell he was a crazy ball of energy.
 
   “Make sure you hold her hand, okay? And listen to what she tells you.” She turned to grab his jack-o-lantern candy bucket out of the car while talking to me. “Mom wants him home by eight, so be back at like seven-thirty.”
 
   “Wait,” I stopped her nervously when after she handed me the bucket she grabbed Cameron’s hand, beginning to walk away. “You guys aren’t coming?”
 
   “He’s exhausting,” she told me with a mischievous grin. “You’ll have him for like an hour and you’ll see what I’m talking about. We’re going to pass out candy from the apartment.”
 
   Then, without saying anything else, she left me there with my little brother. I stood there watching after them, trying to think of what I could say and then wondering if this would be the only time I’d ever get to see him, and the nerves in my stomach grew. It got so bad after a few seconds I thought I was going to be sick. Until I felt a small hand slide into mine, and when I looked down Justin was staring up at me, beaming with the most excited, chubby-cheeked smile I’d ever seen. Just like that the nerves were gone, and they were replaced with a satisfaction like I’d never known in my life.
 
   “You ready to get some candy?” I asked him with a peppy tone. He set his teeth together in an exaggerated grin and nodded his head, a movement so vigorous his whole body shook, and I thought his tiny hair curl was going to uncoil. “Okay, let’s go,” I laughed. He held tight to my hand, skipping down the sidewalk past a couple other kids in costumes, and before we neared the first apartment I stopped. “Did Jamie tell you what to say when you go to the door?”
 
   In response, he grabbed his pumpkin bucket from me, held it in both hands in front of him, leaned his head innocently to the side and twisted his body happily, looking up at me with those bright blue eyes. “Twick-o-tweat.”
 
   I had no idea if Jamie had taught him to pose like that, but I just wanted to squeal because he was so adorable. “You’re going to get so much candy.”
 
   He giggled and grabbed my hand again, dragging me toward the first door he laid eyes on. When the couple from the first apartment opened up and Justin posed like that, they cooed over him and threw a few extra pieces of candy into his bucket. The same thing happened with the next apartment.
 
   “Joh-din.” Justin must have seen the woman put in something he liked as we walked away from the third door, because he paused and let go of my hand to reach into his pumpkin. When he pulled it out he was holding a bright red gumball in a little sealed package. At the sight of it he grinned and looked up at me eagerly. “Could I eat ‘dis?”
 
   With a chuckle I knelt down in front of him, resisting the urge to pinch his cheeks. “Of course you can. Want me to open it for you?” He nodded, and as if scared I was going to steal it from him, he slowly held it out to me. After I unwrapped it, I held it in front of him. “Say ‘ah’,” I instructed playfully and opened my own mouth wide, making an ‘ah’ sound to show him how.
 
   He closed his eyes and made the sound, even going so far as to stick his tongue out while he waited for me to feed him the gumball. I made a popping noise and dropped it into his mouth, and he giggled happily and bit into it.
 
   “Is bubblegum your favorite?” I asked him when he took my hand again, and we started walking across the complex courtyard to another line of apartments. He smacked away at the piece in his mouth, nodding. “You want to know what my favorite is?”
 
   “What?” he asked, blinking up at me curiously.
 
   I grinned, talking with a little too much excitement. “Chocolate.”
 
   At the word his face lit up, and he dropped his jaw. “Oh, me too!”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “I thought bubblegum was your favorite.”
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed, suddenly growing shy.
 
   “Or is it chocolate?”
 
   Again, he answered shyly, “yeah.”
 
   “They’re both your favorite?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
   Again he agreed, but there was a mischievous smirk on his face. “Yeah.”
 
   Jamie and I invented teasing, and now that I realized he was messing with me, I wondered where he’d learned it. “You just like all candy, don’t you?” I asked happily, bending over and playfully poking at his stomach.
 
   He twisted and wiggled, trying to get away while laughing hysterically. “Hey, ‘dat tickos!” When I stopped tickling him he was panting heavily, and though it was cute, it was obviously exaggerated. Where did he get all this character from?
 
   “Is Superman your favorite hero?” I asked Justin when he stopped panting.
 
   “No, he’s yours!” Justin got so excited at the exclamation that he jumped and poked me in the stomach, almost tripping over his own feet when he landed again.
 
   He got so excited about everything it made me laugh with almost matching enthusiasm. But I did wonder how he knew that. “Did Jamie tell you?”
 
   “Yeah,” he told me with a nod. “She said he’s your favorite, and I want to be Superman ‘cause you like him.”
 
   “You know who else I like?” I asked, and when he looked up at me I let go of his hand and scooped him up. “I like Justin!”
 
   He shrieked energetically when I picked him up, and the shriek turned into more hysterical laughter as I spun him around for a few seconds. Worried he might get dizzy, I was setting him back down, but he started kicking his feet up, keeping them from touching the grass. “No! I want to fly!”
 
   “Okay, hold on to your candy,” I laughed and threw him over my shoulder, whistling the theme like Cameron had been doing.
 
   As I half-jogged to the next house he put his arms out like he was really flying. I carried him like that to the next few doors, and the only time he would let me put him down was so he could say ‘trick-or-treat’ to the people whose apartments we went to. Jamie was right about one thing, by the time I had to take him back to our apartment I was exhausted from carrying him around. Even when we got back he was disappointed I had to put him down. The only reason he didn’t pout about it was because he got distracted by Jamie the second we walked in the door.
 
   “Let me see how much candy you got!” she exclaimed, and when he bounced over to her on the couch she picked him up and put him on her knee. Cameron gave me a knowing smile from next to Jamie while I made my way over, sitting on the other side of her. “Did you have fun with big sis Jordan?” she asked Justin when she finished ‘oh’ and ‘ah’-ing over how much candy he got.
 
   “Yeah!” He kept bouncing up and down on her knee, but now he wiggled off until he was wedged between the two of us.
 
   “Alright, buddy, we got to go home.” Jamie stood, Cameron following her lead. “Give Jordan hugs and kisses goodbye.”
 
   Justin’s arms barely fit around half my upper body when he tried to give me a hug, but I made sure to lean over so he could plant a kiss on my cheek. Then he stood and skipped to Cameron, who picked him up and carried him to the door.
 
   “Bye Joh-din,” he called back at me as Cameron took him out to the car.
 
   “What’s with the look?” Jamie asked at seeing the forlorn frown on my face.
 
   “Just preparing myself for another four years,” I told her honestly, pulling my gaze away from the empty doorway.
 
   She put her hands on my arms, rubbing up and down in an attempt to comfort me. I could tell it pained her to see me like this. “Well, let me run an idea past you.” I nodded, waiting to hear it. “Mom and Dad are starting a new bible study group on Saturday mornings. Naturally I offered to babysit.” I was about to remind Jamie that Mom knew I lived here, but she must have been able to read my mind. “I told them you work on Saturdays…”
 
   I scowled a little bit. Taking Justin trick-or-treating on Halloween was one thing, but seeing him every Saturday, no matter how enticing, was risky. Jamie put her hand under my chin, making sure I could see the seriousness in her eyes.
 
   “Come on, J. I hate seeing you like this, and frankly, I’m sick of their B.S. You deserve to see him.” As I seriously considered seeing Justin every week a smile started to spread across my face, and in response Jamie grinned too. “Besides, me and Cameron could use that time on the weekends to get through some wedding plans. But only if you’re okay with giving up a couple hours on Saturday to watch him.”
 
   “That would be amazing.” I could come up with no better response to portray my joy than laughing, and before Jamie left to take Justin home, I wrapped my arms around her neck. “You’re the best sister in the world.”
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   November 9
 
    
 
   After putting the filled out score sheet into a folder behind the front desk, I went back around to the front of the counter to grab the next and final one. The games tonight had been pretty slow and uneventful, and it was going to be an early night since the last game for me started at seven. As much as I was looking forward to skating with Taylor, I was a little bummed that I was only going to be able to do so for about an hour, because I had a writing assignment due in literature class the next day and I hadn’t even started it yet.
 
   “Hey, Mitch,” I said, glancing at the new score sheet I picked up. When Mitch looked at me from behind the main computer I showed him the paper. “This one got messed up, it doesn’t have one of the rosters on it.”
 
   He nodded and opened up a new window on the screen. “I’ll print you a new one.”
 
   While he worked away on the computer, Taylor came out of the pro shop and made her way behind the front desk. She was holding some kind of pink sticky note in her hand, and I figured maybe she’d taken a message for Mitch on the phone or something. But when she got behind the desk she put her hand on Mitch’s back as if using it for balance, and leaned over him to grab a pen on his opposite side. When she pulled away, the pink paper was gone. Noticing that I was watching her, she smiled hello at me and winked. What’s she up to? She grabbed one of the clipboards and pretended to look at it, and when Mitch got up to get the paper he printed for me out of the office behind the front desk, both Taylor and I watched after him.
 
   At seeing what Taylor had done with the pink sticky note I had to throw my hand over my mouth to stifle the laughter. It was obvious to me that she’d stuck the note onto his back when it disappeared, but at seeing that written on it was ‘I wear lady thongs,’ I almost lost it. My amusement made Taylor grin, and when I held up my hand to her she slapped her own against it in a high-five.
 
   “What are you guys laughing about?” Victoria asked. Her game had just finished so she’d come to the front desk to get the next score sheet. At her question I pointed to Mitch, who was still in the office and standing over the printer, waiting for the finished paper to come out. She snorted with laughter and shook her head, clearly entertained. “Taylor, you freaking rock.”
 
   One of the guys from a team that was playing soon skated up to the front desk then and leaned over it. “Hey, Mitch, I have to pay my league fees.”
 
   Mitch glanced over his shoulder at the guy. “Yeah, Taylor can ring you up.” Then as he turned back to the printer he smacked his hand against it impatiently, trying to get it to hurry and print.
 
   Taylor scooted a couple steps over to the computer to ring the guy up, and all three of us girls watched him squint when he noticed the pink paper on Mitch’s back, and a second later his mouth curled into a grin. “You put that there?” he asked Taylor in a whisper, and she nodded. Chuckling, he leaned back over the counter to talk to Mitch again. “Dude, where you shop at? My girlfriend’s got some Victoria’s Secret coupons from the mail if you want them.”
 
   Mitch came out of the office as the guy finished picking on him, and while he handed me the new score sheet his face twisted in confusion. Each of us around the front desk snickered, and a few moments later it clicked. He remembered that Taylor had touched his back, and she must have done something like this before, because he reached an arm behind him feeling for the note. His fingers touched it and he grabbed, pulling it off and reading it to himself.
 
   When his eyes finished scanning the pink paper he laughed and smacked it onto Taylor’s forehead. “Yeah sure, I’ll take the coupons,” he joked, and then he pointed at Victoria and I, scowling sarcastically. “You two, you work for me. Meaning you don’t let Becks get away with any of this nonsense.” Then he shooed us away, still chuckling. “Go do work or something.”
 
   Giggling, Victoria and I split to go back to the rinks we were scorekeeping on. The game seemed to go by kind of slowly, as it seemed more and more I was starting to anticipate my skates with the quiet hockey player. Even if she didn’t say anything to me, she was fun, and I could tell she enjoyed our one-on-one sessions too. Despite it not being much of a challenge for her, she wore a smile the entire time we played, or more accurately, the entire time I was trying to get the puck from her. At first I thought she found it amusing how hard I was actually trying, but now I realized that was just how much she loved the game. It made her happy.
 
   I could tell she liked to have fun through her occasional teasing with me, and also how she pranked Mitch. Even though she kicked my ass all the time, she was modest about it, always trying in her silent way to give me tips and help me get better, and she was nothing but patient in doing so. All these things were evidence of her estimable personality, but it was when we were skating that I felt I could really see into her, which was strange for me, seeing as I learned more facts about her when I could ask her questions. But there was a passion in her eyes anytime she was skating that made me feel almost like I was glimpsing her soul. Like I really knew her just by catching that spark of spirit. And it was brilliant.
 
   “Alright, you ain’t even touching the puck today,” I stated playfully when I got onto the rink. Taylor was there first of course, and at my statement she bit her lip thoughtfully, raising a disbelieving eyebrow at me. I laughed, “no seriously, but I only have an hour to stay because I have homework tonight.”
 
   To not waste anymore time Taylor passed me a puck, then skated forward and stopped about five feet in front of me. She stood there and leaned forward a bit, body tense and ready for me to make a move. I just waited, cradling the puck back and forth, half trying to think of how to get around her, half waiting to see if she would come after me first. A few seconds later she took a jab at the puck with her stick, and when I swiftly pulled it out of reach her lips curled into an approving smile. She waited a couple more seconds before taking another rapid swipe, but I was onto her now, and her smile grew when she couldn’t get the puck from me.
 
   “See,” I said with a proud smirk. “Told you that you weren’t touching it.”
 
   Laughing, she shook her head sarcastically, and as she looked down her eyes disappeared for a moment behind the bill of her hat. When she looked back up there was a mischievous glimmer in those brown orbs as they locked onto me. Like that split second of tension before a predator strikes, she froze, then without any other warning she shot forward. I was ready for it though, and as she came at me I sent the puck between her skates. She tried to block me with the old hand on the chest move, but by now I’d mastered rolling off of her, and did so without a problem.
 
   As I picked up the puck again I felt the blade of her stick hit the bottom of mine from behind, trying to get it away from the puck so she could grab it. The first time didn’t work, so she did it again. This time, when I found the puck again, I stopped abruptly, hoping Taylor had so much momentum that she’d just pass me by. She had a lot of momentum, but since she was good on her feet she stopped just as abruptly. Thinking as quickly as possible I turned my back to her, sticking out a hip and holding the puck as far from my body as I could.
 
   Taylor reached around me with her stick, trying to get the puck at the end of my blade, but since we were about the same height her stick wasn’t long enough to reach. She tried to slide to the side a couple inches, but I just rotated my body so she was still at my hip. When that didn’t work she tried stretching as far as she could across me, even leaning over a bit, and when she was almost stretching far enough I gave her a teasing bump, scooting her back a bit so she couldn’t get it. The bump caused her to laugh a little, so she must’ve figured if I could tease then so could she. She wrapped the arm that wasn’t attached to her stick around my waist, and lifted me off the ground just enough so that she could do a one-eighty and switch positions with me.
 
   She barely had me in the air when I gasped in shock, though it was broken by an entertained laugh. “You’re such a cheater!”
 
   Aside from snickering, however, she ignored me and turned to grab the puck I hadn’t been able to hold on to, so I pulled the same thing she did. Only, I wasn’t quite as strong as her, and instead I only ended up dragging her back a little. It was still enough for me to get in front of her and regain the puck. She chased me around the rink some, poking at the puck the whole time, but I somehow kept her behind me where she couldn’t reach it. Eventually I managed to get the puck near the net, and slid it through one of the holes in the board we always had placed in front.
 
   When the puck went into the net, the first time I ever scored on Taylor Becks, I threw my hands in the air and wiggled my hips in a sort of victory dance. Taylor just stood there, watching me and laughing amusedly.
 
   “Hey wait…” I stopped dancing and squinted suspiciously. “Did you let me win?” At the question I shot her a playful glare, and she vigorously shook her head. “Are you lying?” Taylor threw her hands up defensively as she shook her head again, and then made a crossing motion over her heart.
 
   Even though she made the sign for promising, I figured even if she didn’t consciously let me win, she wasn’t trying as hard as usual. I continued to glare at her while I pretended to think about whether I believed her or not, and then I nodded. “Okay. Loser starts?”
 
   She agreed, so I pulled the puck out of the net and passed it to her, following her to center rink where we started each round. I tried for the next thirty minutes to get it from her. It seemed that she enjoyed keeping the puck away from me more than she did scoring, probably because she could score too easily if she wanted. In that whole thirty minutes, she only scored at the end of it, and for my entertainment it was that same fancy shot she’d showed me the other week. I have to admit that I was shocked she could make it in even with the board in front of the net.
 
   Finally it was my turn to start with the puck again. I was panting a little bit, but since my time tonight was limited I decided to ignore it. Taylor took the same pose she did the first time I started, watching me carefully like she could strike at any moment. Before she got the chance to make a move I took off toward the side of the rink, the goal being to get some speed and then pull any kind of move I could manage to get around her. At the edge of the rink I turned my skate to cut inside, but the moment my front wheel hit the ground it locked up, and the sudden stop to my momentum sent me lurching forward.
 
   I managed to break the fall with my gloved hands, but when I hit the ground I flopped onto my back, using the moment to catch my breath. Not a second after I landed Taylor knelt in front of me, and I could see the worry in her eyes as she scanned me over. 
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m okay.” It definitely hurt my knees to fall without any shin guards on, but I’d survive. “I think something’s wrong with my bearing.” To show Taylor what I was talking about I sat up and flicked the wheel I thought had frozen on me. Sure enough, it wouldn’t budge unless I forced it.
 
   Taylor stood and nodded her head toward the door of the rink, offering a hand to help me up. When I got to my feet I followed her, pushing on one skate to the pro shop, where she motioned for me to sit in a chair and take my skate off. After I handed it to her she took it behind the tool counter, and, curious, I cruised over to stand across from her and watch.
 
   “How long have you been playing for?” I asked to make conversation while she worked on my wheel. She held up one finger and then six. Sixteen. “Sixteen years?” I asked in shock. She shook her head, not looking up at me as she undid the screw that was holding my wheel into the chassis of my skate. “Oh, since you were sixteen?” She spared a glance up at me to nod and she pulled the wheel away, then she grabbed another tool and used it to pop the bearings out of the center of it. “How old are you now?”
 
   She knelt down to look for something under the tool table, and while she searched she held up two and then three fingers. “Twenty-three?” I asked just to be sure, and she nodded. All I could really see of her was the hand she had on the surface of the table to balance herself and the top of her hat, but after the nod a finger pointed at me. “I’m twenty-two. The tournament a couple months ago was the first time I ever played a real game, but I’ve been skating since like, maybe,” I paused to think about it for a second, trying to remember, “junior high. I started scrimmaging with Victoria in high school.”
 
   Taylor reappeared and nodded in acknowledgement. She grabbed my wheel again and put in a new set of bearings that she’d grabbed from somewhere beneath the table.
 
   “So, does your team know that you’re a dirty little cheater?” I teased at remembering how she’d lifted me away from the puck when we first started skating. To my pleased amusement Taylor colored a little, her light freckles disappearing behind a faint blush. It was only for a second though, because then she grinned and put her finger to her lips like she wanted me to keep it a secret. “Oh no, I’m going to tell everyone.”
 
   Taylor rolled her eyes at me, and now that she’d finished putting the wheel back in my skate she held it out to me. When I reached for it, however, she pulled it away. I was a little surprised at first, but then I caught the smirk on her face. She held it out to me again. Again, when I reached for it she pulled it away, and I couldn’t help but laugh. This time she raised her eyebrows expectantly as she held it out once more, pulling it back just slightly when I gradually began to stretch for it.
 
   I sighed in defeat. “Fine, I won’t tell anyone,” and then, even though we were the only ones at the rink, I yelled the last part over my shoulder just to tease her, “that Taylor’s a dirty little cheater!” Chuckling and giving another eye roll, she finally handed me the skate back. I flicked the wheel that had caused me to fall, and grinned at Taylor when it spun without seizing. “Thanks.” She just smiled back and gave a small nod. I saw her eyes wander out the window of the pro shop to the rink, and I knew what she was wondering. “I should actually take off now.”
 
   She nodded again, and while she went to wait for me at the front desk I went to the locker room that I always put my stuff in to take off my skates. Thus ensued the usual routine of me leaving. The last couple weeks I’d waited a few more nights to see if Taylor ever left after me. I kind of wished I had time to wait tonight, but even though I couldn’t, I knew the outcome would be the same. I’d wait for thirty minutes, the lights would go out, and Taylor would never show. After a few times I came to the conclusion that Taylor slept at the rink, and I wondered if Mitch knew about it. Maybe eventually she’d let me know in some way whether or not she did, but until then, I knew there was no way I could invade her privacy by asking.
 
    
 
   November 19
 
    
 
   At hearing the apartment door open I jumped off my bed and ran out to the living room. Jamie and Cameron were just walking in, with Justin following close behind them.
 
   He rubbed his eyes tiredly and gave a big yawn, but when he saw me his face lit up. “Joh-din!”
 
   I knelt down to pick him up, and when I had him in my arms he wrapped his own around my neck. One of the best things about kids was that they could love you even after only meeting you once.
 
   “Hey, buddy, how you feeling?” Last Saturday was supposed to be the first time I babysat him, but he’d come down with a cold and so my parents ended up staying home with him.
 
   As if my question reminded him that he was sick, he coughed, causing me to wince when his young mind didn’t tell him he should do it away from my face. “Better.”
 
   “Alright, we’ve got some appointments at wedding venues. We’ll be back later.” Jamie kissed Justin on the cheek. “You be good, we’ll be back in a little while.”
 
   Justin nodded, and both Jamie and Cameron waved to us and headed out the door. I stood there for a second, still holding Justin and trying to think of what we could do, and I could feel his eyes on me. Upon looking at him I could tell he was waiting for me to do something, so making ‘woo’ sounds I playfully turned him upside-down for a second before bringing him back up. He shrieked delightedly, and seeing as it didn’t scare him I did it again, and this time when he went down he threw his arms up like he was on a roller coaster.
 
   I did it a couple more times, laughing at how much he seemed to enjoy it, before I set him on the couch and stood before him, trying to think of some activity. “Are you too tired, or do you want to go to the park?”
 
   “I want’a go!” His bright blue eyes widened with excitement and he jumped off the couch, running to the door where he stood to wait for me.
 
   “Okay,” I laughed, but waved for him to follow me. “I have to get my shoes real quick.”
 
   He trailed me down the hall and to my bedroom, and when I got there I sat on the bed and grabbed my shoes off the floor nearby. While I was putting on my first sneaker he strolled up and struggled to climb onto the bed, but when he managed it he panted tiredly and kicked his feet over the edge, just like I was sitting.
 
   “Is ‘dis your room?” he asked, eyes wandering around.
 
   Following his example, I looked around my room. Each of the four walls were a light shade of gray. I found the color calming. My full-sized bed sat against the wall directly across from the door, and I had a cluttered desk with my computer and a bunch of school textbooks on it against the same wall as the door, just to the left of it. There was a closet to the left of the bed, and on the right wall, between the door and my bed, ran a full-length mirror. Other than a few varied pictures of me with Victoria, Jamie, and Cameron, there wasn’t anything adorning the walls aside from the paint.
 
   “Mhm,” I answered, pulling on my other shoe, and when I stood I offered my hand to help Justin off the bed. “You ready?”
 
   He nodded, and even though he jumped off the bed without a problem, he grabbed my hand anyway. When we got outside he continued to hold it, jerking it every once in a while as he twisted and turned energetically, humming to himself.
 
   “So, Justin,” I started, and he looked up at me curiously. “How do you like school?”
 
   “It’s good,” he answered, and then grinned. “I like Miss Jackson.”
 
   “Miss Jackson? Is that your teacher?” We finally made it to the playground, and Justin ‘mhm-ed’ before running over to the swings.
 
   Sitting up on a swing he waved me over to him. “Push me!”
 
   With a smile I made my way there to push him back and forth, and he kicked his feet with the motion of the swing, even though it didn’t do much for him.
 
   “What kind of stuff do you do at school?”
 
   “Read stories and count,” he answered, and then I heard him sigh. “But I like coloring.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” I asked excitedly. “Do you color in the lines or make your own pictures?”
 
   “Both,” he told me, and kicked his feet harder. “Push me higher!”
 
   I laughed and followed his directions. He screamed and giggled when I pushed him to what he thought was high. Though he kept saying higher, I only pretended to push him harder, because I didn’t want to risk him falling off and getting hurt. I pushed him for about five minutes before he distractedly pointed at something and yelled for me to stop.
 
   “Puppy!” he shouted, and when I stopped the swing he jumped off and started running toward a person who was walking their dog. A protective panic rose in me as I eyed the large Dalmatian. I ran to catch up to him before he reached the man and dog, and I scooped him up. “Hey!” he protested angrily, “puppy!”
 
   I held him tight, but continued to walk toward the man and his dog while I explained, “I know, but some doggies aren’t nice. You have to ask first, okay?”
 
   He seemed to get a little embarrassed but nodded. I set him down and held his hand as we reached the man, Justin growing shy. “Could I pet him?” he asked, pointing at the Dalmatian.
 
   The man laughed and gave me a knowing wink. “Sure you can.”
 
   The man told the dog to sit, and when it did Justin bravely reached up and ran his hand along the side of the dog’s neck. “Hi, puppy.” Even sitting the canine was taller than he, and I almost grinned at his fearlessness. The dog stuck its nose out and sniffed Justin for a moment before running its tongue up the side of his face. Justin giggled and threw a hand to his cheek, wiping off the saliva. “Eww!”
 
   “His name is Harley,” the man said, chuckling.
 
   Justin nodded, but seemed to get over petting the dog as rapidly as he’d taken an interest, because after touching the dog’s neck again he waved. “Bye, Harley.”
 
   Justin turned to me, ready to go back to the swings, but I gently turned him back toward the man. “Can you say thank you?”
 
   “Thank you,” Justin echoed shyly, and after the man said ‘you’re welcome,’ he began to pull me back toward the swings.
 
   “Did you know me and Jamie used to have a dog?” I said while he hoisted himself up into the seat.
 
   “Really?” he asked, seemingly intrigued and excited by the thought.
 
   “Yep.” He’d started kicking his feet on his own, so I sat down in the swing next to his. “We got him when I was seven years old, and I used to play with him all the time.”
 
   “Why I never met him?” Justin put on a little pouting face and furrowed his eyebrows, successfully making me laugh.
 
   “I think you did when you were just a little baby. But he was really old, and he had to go to doggy heaven after you were born.” At that answer he nodded as if he understood, and I was just glad he was too young to catch the nostalgia in my voice.
 
   I could easily remember the day my parents surprised Jamie and I with the little Australian Shepherd puppy. Jamie liked him, but it’d always really been my dog. It slept in my bedroom, followed me around the house, even kept on my tail when I was outside playing with the other kids in the neighborhood. Just another one of the many things I’d had to leave behind when I was kicked out.
 
   We sat there for another couple minutes in silence as Justin pushed himself back and forth on the swing, until he prompted, “Joh-din.” He waited for me to look at him, then asked curiously, “do you have a fiancé, like Cameron?”
 
   His mouth fumbled over the word ‘fiancé,’ and I suppressed a giggle since I could tell he probably only knew the word from hearing Jamie say it. “No, I don’t like boys like Jamie does.”
 
   “You like girls, like me?” he asked, happy that we had something in common, and catching on much quicker than I thought he would. Smart kid. Though it was probably just the fact that his toddler brain saw things in black and white. If I didn’t like boys, I liked girls.
 
   I chuckled at that and nodded, but a second later raised a playful eyebrow at him. “You like girls already?” Wasn’t he a little young to even know about this stuff?
 
   “Yeah,” he nodded vigorously, his straight blond hair swishing up and down with the movement. “I have a girlfriend.”
 
   “What?” I asked with a shocked laugh. “You already have a girlfriend?”
 
   “Yeah,” he repeated. “Miss Jackson is my girlfriend.”
 
   Now I snorted with laughter. He was just too cute. “Your teacher’s your girlfriend?” I asked, and he nodded. “Did you ask her to be your girlfriend?”
 
   This time he shook his head, looking at me with a confused expression on his face. So maybe he was too young to really know about this stuff. I let it drop, still smiling to myself at his innocence, and a minute later he spoke again. “Joh-din, I’m hungry.”
 
   “Then let’s go get some food,” I said, and stood to start heading back to the apartment.
 
   He jumped off the swing, but stopped me before I could begin walking. “Piggy back?” he requested. I knelt on the ground, and when he jumped up on my back and had his arms secure around my neck, I stood and started away from the park. “Faster!”
 
   Rolling my eyes I picked up my pace to a light jog all the way back to the apartment, and when we got inside I set him down on the couch. “You want to watch cartoons?” I asked, and when he nodded I flipped on the television to the channel I knew always played classic cartoons. He looked a little confused at first, since he was probably used to watching more modern ones, but the look soon disappeared and he seemed to get interested. “What do you like to eat?” I asked, trying to think of something a toddler would enjoy. “Do you like peanut butter and jelly?”
 
   When he nodded I went into the kitchen to fix him a sandwich. Thinking that most kids didn’t like crust, I figured I’d play it safe and cut the crust off for him. Hm, what else? Oh, fruit! I grabbed an apple, and after I used a knife to peel the skin, I cut it up into little slices for him. I was about to take the small plate to him when I stopped and grabbed an apple for myself. Putting this much work into a tiny meal was making me hungry too.
 
   “Yum!” He beamed when I put the plate down on the table in front of him, and he immediately grabbed the sandwich and took an enormous bite. It was a messy bite too, and purple jelly now smeared the sides of his cheeks.
 
   I sat there with him for another forty-five minutes or so until Jamie got back to take him home, enjoying the sound of his laugh. I even enjoyed the way he couldn’t sit still, and kept wiggling, and pushing himself onto his knees only to plop back down while he watched TV. Seeing my little brother had to be the biggest gift Jamie could ever give me. And she would never understand how much it truly meant, because, as I sat there with the little blond toddler, I felt a little piece of me glued back into place.
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   November 24
 
    
 
   “Hey, Jordan?” A light rapping sounded from the outside of my bedroom door.
 
   “Yeah, come on in,” I called, and took a break from studying my tax book to look up when Jamie walked in.
 
   “Hey.” She leaned against the doorframe and crossed her arms over her chest, eyes watching me sympathetically. “Me and Cameron are taking off.”
 
   I shrugged as apathetically as I could manage. “Okay.”
 
   She chewed the inside of her lip for a moment. “You going to Victoria’s?”
 
   Every time there was a family gathering on a holiday, I could tell she felt guilty I couldn’t go. Along with a comfortable life, a brother, and a dog, I’d had to give up the extended family when I was kicked out. Some might try to convince me I was lucky, but I actually liked my grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Who knows what my parents had been telling them the last few years about my absence. Maybe they thought I was going to college in some remote town in Alaska or something. All I knew is that Jamie didn’t really like to talk about it. It was clear she didn’t agree with my parents, but I couldn’t expect her to call them out on it in front of the entire family. A couple times she’d offered to ditch them so we could do our own thing, but I didn’t want her missing out on things she didn’t need to. Nor did I want her sticking it to the people who didn’t deserve it.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll probably leave in the next fifteen minutes or so.” I nodded and swiveled in my rotating chair for some way to fidget. As much as I loved Jamie, this was always awkward for both of us. “Where you guys going this year?”
 
   “Aunt Dorothy’s,” she informed me, and uncrossed her arms to shove her hands into the pockets of her jeans. “Apparently they landscaped the backyard, so they’re going to freeze us all just to show it to us.”
 
   “Have fun with that,” I told her sarcastically and chuckled, knowing how much Jamie hated the cold, which to her was anything below seventy degrees.
 
   “Oh, you bet,” she added just as sarcastically and strode over, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and giving me light squeeze. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   “To you too.” I smiled, then when she got to the door and was about to walk out I stopped her. “Hey, bring home some banana nut bread. Vic’s parents never make any of that stuff.” She nodded, and I grinned appreciatively. Then I called after her as she disappeared, and I could hear a laugh in response, “bring a whole loaf if you can!”
 
   When the front door closed behind them a blanket of silence fell over the apartment, and I sat there, swiveling more in my chair and staring blankly around the room. My stomach rumbling was the first thing to break the quiet, and I looked down at it, shocked at the volume. Seeing as it was Thanksgiving, I’d purposefully skipped lunch so that when I got to Victoria’s I’d be starving and could eat more of the delicious meal they made every year.
 
   Since Victoria and I had always been friends, I was really close with her family as well. Now that I couldn’t be around my own parents, Victoria’s family had become like my own. So much like my own, in fact, that they knew everything about me that Victoria did, courtesy of the fact that Vic was open and honest with her parents about everything, maybe a little bit too much. The first time I found out she’d told her parents everything about me, I’d had to hold back berating her for it, since I felt like my privacy had been violated. But I soon realized that it was a good thing. Her parents understood me better after that, they even felt bad for me, and while I didn’t like people’s sympathy, it was nice being wholly accepted by them.
 
   My stomach growled again, and this time I got up and shrugged on my jacket. Maybe if I went over to Victoria’s a little early I could sneak a bread roll or something to hold me over until dinner. Once I had my jacket on I grabbed my keys and headed out to the car, taking a second to text Victoria that I was on my way. It was a pretty short drive to her parents’ house, only about fifteen minutes, and by the time I got there I spotted the few cars that let me know I was the last one to arrive. At the front door I walked right in, not bothering to knock. I never knocked at the Wesson’s house, especially on holidays when they knew I was coming.
 
   “Hello?” I called. I could hear the television on down the hall, some clattering in the kitchen, and a couple voices upstairs, so I waited to hear Victoria call back.
 
   “In the kitchen,” came the distant voice.
 
   I trekked down the hall, past the den, or game room, on the right and the bathroom on the left, to the end of the small house where the kitchen and dining room were connected. When I got there Victoria was at the counter against the right wall, chopping some potatoes, and her mom was against the back wall, back to me as she rinsed something in the sink.
 
   “Smells amazing in here,” I greeted, inhaling a deep breath of the various aromas that made my stomach cramp with hunger.
 
   Victoria’s head shot up at the sound of my voice, and she grinned. “Thank God, now you can help me!”
 
   “Jordan!” Her mom, Pamela, dried her hands on a towel that lay by the sink and then came over, arms stretched wide for a hug and hazel eyes full of excitement.
 
   “Hey, Pam.” I giggled at her joy and returned the hug. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   Victoria’s mom was pretty tall compared to me, at a height of about five foot eight. Her dark brown, almost black hair was pulled up into a neat bun to keep it away from the food, and she smiled through a dark red lipstick that matched the highlights of the nice blouse and slacks she was wearing.
 
   “Happy Thanksgiving,” she repeated, and then went back to the sink where she pulled out a strainer full of clean broccoli. “Ron,” she called loudly, “Jordan’s here.”
 
   A few seconds later two men and a woman strolled through the kitchen door. One of them was Victoria’s dad, Byron, and the other two were Byron’s brother, Carl, and his wife, Angela. The size of Victoria’s family was quite different from my own. Both of my parents had a few siblings, who had a few of their own kids, and then there were my grandparents. That made family gatherings a pretty good size for us. On the other hand, Pam was an only child and her mother lived clear in Wisconsin, so she only came for more major holidays like Christmas. Byron had his brother, but both of their parents had passed away, so it was just Carl, Angela, and their two kids. Needless to say, holidays were a lot smaller at Victoria’s house.
 
   “Hey, Jordan!” Byron hollered happily. I was never sure where exactly Victoria got her dark auburn hair from, and after a while I just figured it was a mix of her two parents. Byron’s hair, and Carl’s for that matter, was more of a strawberry blond, and the light blue collared shirt he was wearing accentuated his bright blue eyes.
 
   Even though Byron was the first to say my name, Carl was the first one through the door, and he came over happily and wrapped me a tight hug. I should have been used to it by now, since I’d been spending the last four years’ worth of holidays with Victoria’s family, but at the touch my entire body tensed. I was so disconcerted by it that I felt my heartbeat pick up. It was a totally friendly gesture, I knew, and Carl was practically like my own uncle. Plus, everyone in the family was the affectionate, hugging type. But I still couldn’t help the way it made me feel, how much it terrified me. At least I’d learned to control the instinct to physically shove men away. Even though I tried my best to keep the cringe from reaching my face, when I glanced up at Victoria she was giving me an apologetic smile, just like she did every year.
 
   When Carl finally let me go he stepped aside, and Byron held out a hand to me. Now that the hug had my nerves on alert I almost flinched at it, but I took a deep breath to calm down, telling myself again that I should be used to it and Carl meant no harm. I grinned and took Byron’s hand in my own, giving it a lively shake. At least he knew me well enough to scratch the hug.
 
   Then Angela gave me a friendly embrace, which I returned, and when she pulled away she smiled. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
   I repeated the phrase, and while the three used the opportunity of being in the kitchen to grab a drink, I stood by Victoria and picked up a knife to help her. I glanced over to see how she was cutting and then copied her movements.
 
   “Jordan, you want a beer or something?” Byron asked, not turning toward me as he rummaged through the refrigerator.
 
   “Yeah, sure. Thanks,” I said appreciatively. He pulled one out, opened it, and set it in front of me.
 
   “Oh, I’d love one. Thanks for asking, Dad,” Victoria told him sarcastically, and laughing, Byron turned back to the fridge to grab another for Victoria.
 
   When he, Carl, and Angela made their way back into the living room I took a sip of my drink and looked up at Victoria, noticing the absence of another younger redhead. “Where’s your sister at?”
 
   Victoria used the knife she was holding to point over her shoulder and to the window above the sink, which looked out over the backyard. “Out back playing with our cousins. Probably torturing poor Simba.”
 
   I peered out the window, laughing at the sight of the three children all sitting in the grass, and hands all over a graying yellow lab. Simba was the sweetest dog I could think of, but he was so old now that most the time he just wanted to be left alone. As I was looking out the window, Carl Jr. glanced up from petting the dog, and at seeing me watching he stood and ran to the door that connected the outside to the living room. Carl Jr. was only about seven, which made it cute that he had a little crush on me, kind of like Justin and his teacher, innocent and adorable.
 
   Sure enough, a few seconds later a sandy-blond, scrawny kid came running through the door. “Hi, Jordan.” He beamed at me, and laughing to myself, I waved. He turned to Pam, who was now at the counter near Victoria and I, chopping up the broccoli. “Aunt Pam, could I help?”
 
   Pam seemed to be laughing too, but she looked around thoughtfully before nodding and grabbing a large bowl. “Yeah, why don’t you throw the potatoes Vic and Jordan cut into this for me.” We were all quiet for a minute, each of us performing our task and listening to the faint chatter of a football game on TV. Then Pam spoke up again. “Jordan, how’s school?”
 
   “It’s alright.” I shrugged, and stopped chopping for a second to take a drink. “I think I got more than I bargained for though with such a heavy workload.”
 
   She nodded sympathetically. “The semester’s almost over, right? That’s a good thing.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I agreed, and then added sarcastically, “I just have to survive finals first.”
 
   Pam chuckled and nodded again, this time knowingly. Then, after another few seconds of silence, “are you seeing anyone lately?”
 
   I wasn’t surprised at her asking. Pam was practically a mother figure to me, and I got the question at least a few times a year. “No, nobody special yet.”
 
   “What about that one girl?” she asked, and as I reached for my drink, I furrowed my eyebrows and tried to think of whom she was talking about. “The one from the rink, Vic said you liked her.”
 
   I’d put the bottle of beer to my lips to take a swig, but at that I coughed, nearly choking on the amber fluid because some went down the wrong pipe. She was talking about Taylor. Through my coughing I glared at Victoria, speaking mostly to her. “No, she’s just a friend. Vic only told you that because she wants to get stabbed.” I playfully made poking motions at Victoria with my knife.
 
   “Oh, you were right, Vic,” Pam laughed teasingly, “she does get defensive.”
 
   “Right?” Victoria asked in an I-told-you-so voice.
 
   “Oh my God, you guys are so immature,” I accused, though I couldn’t help but chuckle a bit. Leave it to them to gang up on me. Today was going to be great fun... “So, Vic, is Austin coming over?” I asked in an attempt to change the subject.
 
   Only, she called me out on it. “Yeah, later, and don’t try to sneak out of this one. You like Taylor and you know it.”
 
   I sighed in exasperation, trying to steer them in a different direction. “Liking someone and being attracted to someone are two very different things.”
 
   “Ah-ha!” Victoria yelled triumphantly. Okay, that didn’t work. “You admit you are attracted to her?”
 
   “She’s good looking.” I shrugged with a half-nod, attempting to play it off like I hadn’t noticed how truly attractive Taylor was.
 
   “That’s how it starts,” Pam added in a singsong voice, and both her and Victoria started cracking up.
 
   Oh yeah, this Thanksgiving was going to be a blast.
 
    
 
   December 7
 
    
 
   “Hey, Vic,” I greeted the redhead that stood at the front desk as I strolled into the hockey rink Wednesday night. When I got to the desk I nodded my head toward the girl at the computer, who was wearing the same royal blue cap as she was the first time I ever saw her, and then at the general manager who was standing behind the desk as well. “Hi, Taylor. Hey, Travis.”
 
   Both Taylor and Travis smiled hello at me and gave small waves, while Victoria turned to lean sideways against the counter and look at me. “Finals are next week. Study marathon at my house this weekend?”
 
   I sighed. “You just had to remind me, didn’t you?”
 
   “Hey,” she threw up her hands defensively, “the only way for you to escape your impending doom is to study.”
 
   Taylor chuckled a little bit because she was listening in, but before I could respond one of the referees who was usually on my rink came out of the first locker room, which was designated for the refs. “Hey, Travis, did Andy call you or anything?”
 
   Travis shook his head. “No, why?”
 
   “He’s not here yet,” the ref, Mark, said slowly. It was obvious he was trying not to get Andy in trouble, but he needed a second referee for the game.
 
   Travis glanced at the watch on his wrist and sighed. Only five minutes until game time, and Andy was notorious for not showing up at all if he was late. “Taylor, can you lace up for me?”
 
   Taylor’s head twisted away from the computer screen to glance from me to Travis, and I could tell by the look on her face she didn’t like it. Had it been Mitch who’d asked I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d have made some form of protest. However, since it was Travis and they weren’t as close, she nodded and gradually stood to go into the referee locker room. Each of us lingered around the front desk for a few more minutes until it was time to start the first games, then I headed to the back rink. When I got there I put a couple minutes on the clock for warm ups, and while the players were skating around Mark and Taylor came over to stand near the scorekeeper’s box, waiting for the game to start.
 
   I had to wipe a smile off my face at the sight of Taylor in the black pants and the black and white striped shirt, both of which were too big for her. While she was standing there she lifted up the bottom of the shirt a little to reveal that she’d had to use a skate lace as a belt just to hold the pants up, and she undid the string to pull it tighter around her hips. One sleeve of the shirt fell completely over her entire hand, almost to the tips of her fingers. The only thing that kept the other sleeve from doing the same was the silver whistle attached to her fingers. At least the helmet fit right. It looked like the helmet she always wore, complete with a sticker number sixty-four on the back, only she’d taken the cage off of it.
 
   “Hey, Becks,” I laughed through the small hole in the glass to get Taylor’s attention, and then teased, “they run out of your size or what?”
 
   She smiled a little, but tried not to as she passed me a playful glare. The buzzer for the end of warm ups went off, and she put her hands together to make a circle, which I’d come to recognize as the sign for a puck. I passed one through the circular hole and then punched in the time for the first period. With the start of the game I propped my chin up in my left hand, absentmindedly following the puck up and down the rink and tallying off every shot taken onto my score sheet. This was usually a pretty simple job, and I’d been getting well enough acquainted with the process to be able to zone out a little bit. The only time it got at all confusing now was when there was a fight, and I had to rush to put in multiple penalties.
 
   Zoning out was exactly what I’d started to do, until the sound of a whistle signaled the scoring of a goal. I rapidly took down the time and put the goal up onto the scoreboard.
 
   That’s when Taylor came over to the glass and put her mouth beside the hole. “Thirty-three from seven.”
 
   I should’ve assumed she’d have to tell me who scored a goal eventually, that’s probably why she didn’t want to ref. But at the sound of her voice I froze. Two months I’d been skating with her, and I’d started to forget she could even talk. Until now. I tried to keep my mouth closed and not drop my jaw, but my eyes started to burn with how long I’d been staring at her now in pure shock.
 
   Taylor glanced toward center rink where the players were lining up for the next faceoff, and she knew she had to pay attention as soon as the puck was dropped. She waved to pull me out of it. “Jordan,” she laughed. “Thirty-three from seven.”
 
   In the back of my mind I knew she was waiting for some sign of acknowledgement, so I nodded, though I still couldn’t focus, and she turned to continue refereeing the game. She knew my name. Stupid, of course she knows my name. But she actually said it, and hearing my own name had never sounded so good. For someone who didn’t like to talk, her voice was so strong. It was like if she were being forced to say something, then best believe she’d say it with confidence. She might be quiet, but timidity obviously wasn’t her style.
 
   Even though her voice was strong, her tone seemed average for a girl. Not too high-pitched, but clearly feminine. Her volume was pretty normal too. Loud enough so I could hear over the sounds of the rink, but she definitely wasn’t speaking louder than she needed to. She hadn’t said a whole lot, but I seemed to pick up a slight rasp in it too. I couldn’t be sure whether it was a natural rasp or was just a result of infrequent speech. Either way, though, it was kind of… sexy.
 
   My eyes were now glued to the girl while she followed play up and down the rink. Still I couldn’t believe it. Was I dreaming? Obviously she was only talking to me because she had to, and surely the moment she was done refereeing tonight she would revert to silence. But I found myself wanting more. I’d been so caught off guard the first time I heard her speak that I needed to hear her again. I wanted to commit her voice to memory.
 
   The whistle blew again and I straightened up excitedly, but my posture fell when Mark, who this time was closest to the scorekeeper’s box, came over and announced the goal. After writing it down and punching it in I propped my head back up in my hand, eyes following Taylor’s every move. The first period ended without another goal, and I tried not to let my disappointment show as both refs came over to wait near the scorekeeper’s box for the next period to start. The break was only a minute long, and all too soon the game picked up again. It was another seven grueling minutes before Taylor finally came over. This time it was a penalty.
 
   “Sixteen white, tripping,” she informed me, and after I wrote it down I glanced up to see that she was watching me. Those bright brown eyes met mine, and I could feel them searching me. Was she trying to judge my reaction to hearing her speak? Hopefully, if she was, my reaction was satisfactory. I was probably making too big a deal of it, but maybe she wouldn’t notice how surprised I was.
 
   Then she skated away, and it was another whole period before there was another goal. Taylor returned to the glass, and in an attempt to coax her into saying more I joked, “so we meet again.”
 
   That was lame, I told myself, but she just laughed. “Ninety-one from thirty-three.”
 
   She was watching me write the numbers down, and while I did I was wracking my brain. Think, Jordan, think! What could I say or ask her that she’d have to answer verbally? I wanted to hear more, she wasn’t even speaking full sentences, and that was so far from satisfying. “Hey, what’s the rule again for stopping the clock toward the end of a closely-scored game?”
 
   She seemed to think about it for a second, and then scanned the scoreboard. The score was pretty close, so hopefully she’d think I really didn’t know instead of being able to tell I was just asking to hear her. When she looked back at me she thought about it for another moment, and I almost buckled under her gaze. It had to be obvious how ridiculously desperate I was. “If the scores are within two goals in the last two minutes, you stop the clock every time there’s a whistle.”
 
   “Thanks,” I grinned appreciatively, and as she skated away I dropped the grin and let out a relieved sigh.
 
   A whole sentence, and probably the only one I’d ever hear her say. At least I’d heard enough to be able to commit her voice to memory. Now whenever she did something I could imagine how it would actually sound if she was saying it. I still wasn’t satisfied though. It just left me wanting more, and I wanted to jump to the day, if there ever would be one, where she talked to me regularly.
 
   By the end of the night’s games, Andy hadn’t shown up and Taylor had refereed every one. As I put on my skates to finally go out and skate with her, I couldn’t stop thinking about it. She’d said enough by the end of the night for the rasp to disappear if it was just because her voice was sore. Only it didn’t go anywhere, it stayed, meaning it was natural. And dear God the fact that it was natural made it infinitely sexier.
 
   Making my way out onto the rink at the end of my shift it took every ounce of self-control in me not to stare. Maybe I was still a little bit in shock, but I forced myself to composure for the sake of not making things awkward. Remember what Vic said, don’t try to coax her into talking. I hadn’t exactly followed Victoria’s advice during the first game, but now I would. There was nothing I could bring up now that wouldn’t be obvious, so I just had to get over it.
 
   “How do you want to do it today?” I asked, receiving the puck she passed me. Taylor just shrugged and followed me to center rink. “Okay, how about this, since you play defense, and I play offense, you don’t get the puck at all. I just got to try and score on you.”
 
   There was a slightly teasing tone to my voice, and at the sound of it Taylor laughed and rolled her eyes. I handled the puck back and forth as we stood there, and after a few moments I gave her a playful glare. “We can’t start until you agree.”
 
   Taylor nodded, and trying to be clever and catch her off-guard, the instant she did I took off with the puck. The second I tried to get it around her body though, she simply moved her stick and stopped the puck while I went flying by her on my own. I came to an abrupt stop and sighed, and when she pushed the puck back to center rink with a mischievous smirk, I went over to start again. This time I tried to go wide around her, and got as far as the circles near the net before she grabbed the puck from me and sent it back to the center.
 
   She watched me closely while I lined up to start again, and the focus in her eyes made me giggle. I don’t know why. Maybe because it was obvious she was exaggerating her concentration to tease me, or maybe because I knew she really didn’t have to try too hard to stop me from scoring. But when my giggling distracted her and she straightened up to pass me a curious look, I tried to be clever again and took off quickly. I got as far as the circles again, but this time I was near the boards. The second Taylor got to me she pinned me against them face first, with her stick wrapped around the inside and trying to get the puck that was trapped between my skates and the boards.
 
   This was the same thing she’d pulled when I’d knocked her to the ground, the move that had hurt my already injured shoulder. This time, however, my reaction to it was the total opposite. I tried half-heartedly to kick the puck out from between the boards and myself, but I couldn’t put too much effort into it because I was distracted. Taylor had me pinned tight, left arm attached to the stick that was swiping at the puck, the other over my shoulder and against the boards, using them for support. I was using the boards to push back that way I had some space to free the puck, but pushing back was only pressing me harder against her, and her body was so warm.
 
   So was her breath, which I could feel against my neck since she had her head leaning over my shoulder to see the puck. I was reacting differently than I had the last time she did this because now I actually liked it. Which was strange for me, considering how vulnerable a position it was when I really thought about it. But she was so close. Her cheek was practically against mine and I could feel her chest against my back. I could admit to myself I was attracted to Taylor, but I hadn’t thought I was this attracted. Any longer and I knew I would have started to feel a certain stirring I only got when there was alcohol involved.
 
   I was actually disappointed when she stopped going after the puck and pulled away, even though I knew it was because by now any ref would have blown the whistle. At least it was just a sexual desire. I didn’t know if I could handle any more than that for someone who wouldn’t even talk to me.
 
   “Alright, how do I get out of that one?” I asked, trying to return my focus to hockey. At the question Taylor tapped a finger against her temple. “I got to use my head?” She nodded with a grin, and then put a glove to my head and ruffled my hair. “Hey!” I laughed and smoothed out the part she’d mussed. If she kept it up, I might think she was flirting with me.
 
   Taylor grabbed the puck and turned herself so she was facing the boards, and motioned for me to try and get it from her. I knew she was just trying to be helpful, she was going to show me the best way to get out of the situation, but as I stepped up to her and pressed my body against hers, I kind of didn’t want to try and get the puck. I didn’t want her to get out of it. Christ, Jordan, hold it together. What the hell was it that was making me want her like this? It wasn’t like we’d never been close before. It didn’t even faze me anymore when she put her hand on my chest to stop me from getting by her. It had to be because I’d heard her talk. Not only did I find her voice sexy, but something about it made her more real. It almost made her seem… attainable.
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   The buzzer for the end of yet another game went off, so I grabbed the score sheet to take it up to the front desk. Only two games left tonight. The perks of working at the hockey rink were great, but the more games I watched the more boring it got to sit behind the scorekeeper’s box. When I reached the front desk I put the score sheet away, and went to grab the next one when Mitch stopped me.
 
   “Jordan, your next game got canceled.” He leaned back in the chair behind the desk and folded his hands behind his head. “You get a little break.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” I said slowly, and looked around the front desk. Sure I might get a break, but when the boss tells you that, aren’t you supposed to want to keep working? “Is there anything else you want me to do?”
 
   Mitch just smiled. “Yeah, here’s what I want you do. Doug brought in some homemade lasagna. Why don’t you try it out and let me know if I should have some? Last time he made something I couldn’t even swallow it.”
 
   I laughed and shook my head sarcastically. “Yeah sure, use the new girl as a test dummy.”
 
   “That’s what I’m paying you for.” He winked.
 
   “If I can’t even swallow this lasagna,” I started, turning to head for the break room and calling back at him over my shoulder, “then I want a raise.”
 
   Trudging down the hall toward the break room, I was definitely glad that Mitch suggested I get something to eat. Since it was finals week meals had taken a back seat to studying, and I’d forgotten to have dinner before going to the rink. Now that I was thinking about food my stomach cramped with hunger. In the break room I grinned hello at Taylor, who was already sitting at the table with a plate.
 
   “How’s the lasagna?” I asked, picking up a plate and scooping some onto it. “Mitch warned me about Doug’s cooking.”
 
   Taylor laughed, and when I looked back at her she nodded her head side to side, letting me know it was okay. Once I finished getting my meal, something on the counter nearby caught my eye, and I almost flinched as it came into focus. The sight of the small toy spider registered, and a smirk turned up the corner of my mouth. Glancing back over my shoulder at Taylor to make sure she wasn’t looking at me, I grabbed it and put it in my pocket. My mind was turning at what to do with it while I sat down across from her, but I’d just have to wait for the perfect opportunity.
 
   “Is it finals week for you too?” I asked, and she looked up at me and nodded from under her white and green hat. “How many more do you have?” She put her index finger against her thumb to make a circle, and my jaw dropped. “You’re all done? Lucky.”
 
   The fact that she was done and didn’t have any other finals to worry about sparked an idea. “Hey,” I started hesitantly, unsure of how to ask. “Since you’re an English major and all… would you maybe want to… I don’t know, help me study for my English final instead of skating tonight?” My most dreaded exam of the semester was tomorrow, and I hadn’t even started studying for it yet. If Taylor could help me study, she’d essentially be saving my life. She laughed at how awkward my asking for help was and nodded that she would, so I grinned excitedly. “Thanks!”
 
   She just smiled and went back to focusing on her food. By now I was used to her not doing much to carry on the conversation, but her silence had started to leave me with a craving, now more than ever. When we first started skating together I was just curious about why she didn’t talk, but the curiosity was more about the condition, about the not-speaking for its face value. Now that we’d been spending a lot of time together, however, it was about her. About what kind of trauma could have torn her apart so completely she put up a defense like that.
 
   Dare I say that I actually cared about what had hurt her? We were friends, weren’t we? I considered us to be. From what I could tell about her in the last couple months we’d been skating together, she was amazing. Not just at hockey, but also at being a person. I knew about hurt, and I also knew that she could never deserve whatever made her so silent. But it was because I knew about pain that I hadn’t been trying too hard to figure it out. I was still curious, of course, but my curiosity had given way to empathy. If she didn’t want to talk about it, lord knows I could understand that perfectly.
 
   As I sat there, discreetly watching Taylor and rationalizing my thoughts about her, there was one thing I still couldn’t place. The craving. If I could understand her not talking, why did I want so badly to hear her speak again? It wasn’t just because of her provocative tenor, though surely my physical attraction to even the sound of her voice was part of it. Thinking more about it though, something told me I didn’t really want to find out.
 
   Nearly flinching, I rapidly looked away as Taylor shifted, thinking she’d catch me staring at her yet again, but instead of looking up at me she stood and made her way to the refrigerator. Now that my trance was broken I remembered the spider in my pocket. This was my chance. Should I put it on her plate? No, too obvious. She’d set her fork on a napkin beside her dish. That was the perfect spot. I dug into my pocket and pulled out the toy spider, and just when I began to reach out with it I heard Taylor snapping at me.
 
   That made me flinch, and I thought I’d been caught, but when I glanced up at her she was holding a can of soda out of the fridge at me, offering me a drink while still digging around in it. “I’d love one, thanks,” I replied, and she dropped her arm.
 
   As swiftly as I possibly could I reached across the table and set the small spider almost beneath the handle of her fork, and I met my seat again right as she turned around and closed the refrigerator with two cans in her hands. I just hoped she didn’t notice the spider before it scared her, that wouldn’t be much fun. After she set one of the drinks in front of me she adjusted her hat with her now free hand, making her way back across to the other side of the table. Then she adjusted the hat roughly again, and a second later, while she sat down and set her drink on the table, she pulled it off her head and studied the inside.
 
   Taylor scratched at the inside brim of the hat for a second, and the distraction had so far kept her from noticing the toy I’d put in place. The fact that she hadn’t noticed it yet was way more entertaining than it should have been, and I pursed my lips in order to stop the premature grin from spreading across my face. When the pursing almost wasn’t enough, I busied myself with innocently shoving down mouthfuls of lasagna. Then with a slight shrug Taylor blindly made a reach for the fork at the same time she began to put the hat back on.
 
   I watched in tense anticipation as her hand brushed against the spider, and then, as if in slow motion, I watched her eyes start to glance over at the unfamiliar feeling. Those bright brown orbs caught a slight glimpse of the spider and registered what it was before she even completely focused on it, and the second it registered her eyes widened with unsuspecting terror.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   The word was out of her mouth before her hand was even pulled completely away, and she yanked it away with a spastic twitching in case the ‘spider’ tried to cling to her. Less than a moment later she was out of her chair and three feet away, and she slapped her hand over her mouth in shock at what she’d said, and then moved it over her heart. Her hand went back and forth between the two for a few seconds before she took a deep breath to ease the surprise.
 
   This whole time I’d been leaning back in my chair, hands on my stomach and head tilted back, laughing too hard for any sound to even come out. It had probably succeeded in scaring Taylor so much because she didn’t expect me to pull something like that, which made it infinitely more priceless. I was taking deep breaths to calm myself when I finally looked Taylor in the eyes. She still appeared to be in shock, but there was the hint of an amused smile on her lips.
 
   “Mitch said you didn’t like spiders,” I barely eked out through labored breaths of remnant laughter. “But I had no idea you were that scared of them.”
 
   Taylor gradually made her way back into her seat, and when she did she picked up the spider to study it. Then she looked at me, and with a finger waggling at me accusingly she repeatedly clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. It wasn’t the tsk-ing though that made me nervous, it was the mischievous glint in her eyes.
 
   At that look, I sighed, “I’m screwed now, aren’t I?” Taylor chuckled, a smirk turning up the corner of her mouth, and nodded.
 
   I was about to make a sarcastic comment, but then she began to stand, and the mischievous glimmer gained immediacy. I’d seen this look before, every time she watched me when I had the puck, and she was just waiting for me to make a move so she could strike. I had no clue what she was planning on doing to exact her revenge, but I wasn’t going to let her get it easily, and I definitely wasn’t going to wait around and find out. Since I was closer to the door I didn’t waste another second, and I bolted out of my seat.
 
   I could hear her chair scrape against the kitchen floor as she rushed out of her seat to chase after me, but I was already at the door, and I pulled it shut behind me before flying down the hallway. I heard the door fling open just as I exited the hall, and thinking that Taylor would assume I’d seek cover around the front desk I sprinted behind the middle rink, just in time for her not to see me do so. Peeking over the glass I could barely see her from across the rink, and with a grin on her face she made her way to the front desk, just like I thought she would.
 
   Now I only had to hide out so she wouldn’t find me. Knowing that I was hiding behind the rink Victoria was scorekeeping on, I stayed crouched below the boards so Taylor wouldn’t see me through the glass, and went to the scorekeeper’s box past the first team’s bench.
 
   “Hey, Vic.” I smiled hello at her, and after creeping to her I sat on the floor with my back propped against the side of the box.
 
   Victoria jumped a little bit at the sound of my voice because she hadn’t seen me coming, and after looking down at me with a raised eyebrow she chuckled. “What the hell are you doing down there?”
 
   “Don’t look at me.” I waved my arm at her to turn her attention back to the game, as if Taylor was watching from somewhere and would notice Victoria glancing down. “I’m hiding from Taylor.”
 
   “Seriously, are you guys like five years old?” she asked in disbelief, but with a sarcastic shake of her head she focused back on the game. “Why are you hiding from her?”
 
   “I scared her with a toy spider,” I explained, inching myself up just enough to see out over the boards. No sign of my pursuer. “So she was chasing me.”
 
   Victoria nodded and was quiet for a second, but then she gasped and looked down at me with wide eyes. “Oh my God, you guys are totally flirting!”
 
   “What?” My eyebrows furrowed at the accusation, then I glared at her. “No we aren’t, shut up.”
 
   “Then what are you guys doing?” she asked me in a knowing tone.
 
   I glowered at her again, just for good measure. “We’re just messing around.”
 
   “Call it what you want, Casanova,” she laughed, turning her head toward the game again. Since she wasn’t looking at me and couldn’t see me pass her another hard scowl, I grabbed a wadded up piece of paper from the trashcan near her chair and chucked it at her head. It was obvious even from where I was sitting that she rolled her eyes, but luckily she chose to change the subject. “You ready for the next tournament coming up soon?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s an away tournament this time, right?” I asked, deciding to stand and lean my forearms against the scorekeeping counter.
 
   Victoria nodded. “Mhm, it’s up north.”
 
   “Great,” I replied unenthusiastically, knowing if we were going up north then there was no doubt Nicole’s team would be playing in the tournament.
 
   “Yeah,” Victoria chuckled in agreement, able to tell what was on my mind. “But anyway, everybody shares rooms to save money. You want to stay with Charlie, Morgan, and me? We have to put in our reservations soon, it’s going to be packed.”
 
   “And share a bed with you?” I asked with teasing disgust, to which Victoria gave another eye roll. “Sure, that sounds fine.” I pulled out my cellphone to check on the time, and at seeing it I pushed myself off the counter. “Time to get back to work.”
 
   Victoria waved, and as I made my way to the front desk to grab my next and final score sheet I looked cautiously around for Taylor. She was nowhere to be found though. Maybe she’d given up looking for me and had gone back into the kitchen to finish her food.
 
   The game seemed to go by pretty quick since I was doing my best to focus on my job. It always seemed to help time go faster when I actually got into the game I was scorekeeping. I still glanced out over the rink every once in awhile, looking for Taylor. That spider was a bad idea. Now I was going to be paranoid until I got a sign on my back or water all over the front of my shirt.
 
   When the game was finally over I turned in my score sheet and clocked out, then I went out to the car to grab my backpack. With that over my shoulder I strolled through the rink, searching for Taylor. Eventually I found her in the break room, and she’d just finished making a pot of coffee when I came in, so she offered me some. After a minute of us both making our drinks we sat down at the table, this time beside each other, and I pulled out the binder for my literature class.
 
   “I understood the novels just fine,” I explained, taking out the study guide the professor had given us. “It’s just the poetry that I’m having a really hard time with.” Taylor nodded, and after I slid the study guide toward her she shuffled through the packet of poems. “I have to know all the titles and authors, which isn’t too hard. But I don’t understand half of the allusions and metaphors or whatever.”
 
   Taylor laughed and gave a sympathetic nod. Then she shrugged and passed the packet back to me, and I began to wonder if she would be able to help that much if she didn’t talk to me. I could hardly understand this stuff when the professor was explaining it. Though, I’ll admit I wasn’t paying as much attention to him as I would try to pay to Taylor.
 
   “Maybe we could start with,” I flipped through the packet for a poem I circled. One the professor had said would for sure be on the test. “This one? Dover Beach.” When I looked up at Taylor she just shrugged as if to say ‘okay’. “Have you read it before?” This time I got a nod, and the fact that she had experience made my lips turn up in a satisfied smile. “Where do we start?”
 
   Taylor laughed again and made a writing motion on the table, asking me for a pen. I grabbed one out of my backpack and handed it to her, and she took the study guide and wrote beside the poem ‘themes’. Then she motioned for me to read the first part, or… stanza, which I did, and she pointed to themes again. I knew she was asking me if I noticed any, but I just glanced from the word, to her, to the poem, and over again as I tried to think, unable to come up with anything. I shrugged, seemed like he was just describing a place to me.
 
   Taylor used the pen to underline a few of the words or phrases having to do with light, and looked at me expectantly. “Light is a theme!” I said proudly, like I truly understood what she was getting at, but she just rolled her eyes and pointed to the underlined parts, telling me to think again.
 
   From where I was sitting on the right side of Taylor I had to squint to see the poem, because she was left-handed and it was closer to her. I stretched my neck a little bit to read, but didn’t want to risk getting too close. Anytime we were physically close it was because she put us there, and I didn’t know what would happen if I scooted closer to her. She was never really shy, it was mostly me that was, but I couldn’t predict what she’d think if I got nearer to her. Maybe she’d think I was trying to make a move or something and didn’t really need to ‘study.’ Or maybe I was just thinking too much about it.
 
   Taylor was observant though, and it didn’t take much for her to notice I couldn’t see that well. When she did she put her right arm on the back of my chair so it was out of the way, and inched her own seat closer to mine until the edges were together, bringing the paper over so it was halfway between the two of us. I could see it perfectly now, but her actually getting close to me was a little unexpected, and it put this nervousness in my stomach. It was a strange excitement. Just as strong as the sexual stirring I’d started to get sometimes when we skated together, but this was a totally different kind of excitement. The nerves created a fluttering in the pit of my stomach, and it would calm slightly after a second, only to be riled up again when I looked at her.
 
   Holy shit. Butterflies. Taylor just gave me butterflies. The only time I’d ever experienced that feeling was when I was like six. The first time I ever held a girl’s hand, and it was a totally innocent, strolling through the park and skipping kind of handholding. Nobody since then had ever made me feel like that. Not even Nicole when I started to have real feelings for her. Not even close. And Taylor wasn’t even looking at me like she was interested. There was no sign of an equal attraction in her eyes. I could just imagine what I’d be feeling if her eyes actually met mine. Luckily she was focused on the poem, scanning every line as she read it for herself, because this feeling, those butterflies, for the girl who wouldn’t speak to me, it was too much. And it scared me.
 
   I cleared my throat and took a deep breath to try and rid that feeling from my gut, and then I set all my attention on the poem. Every last bit of attention, that way I wouldn’t think about how close Taylor was. I reread the first stanza, and tried to think more about the words and phrases she’d underlined. After a minute of hard thought, I finally saw a similarity.
 
   “All the lights are sort of flickering?” I asked Taylor, and she quickly looked at me with an excited grin on her face.
 
   She nodded slowly, rolling her hand through the air and trying to get me to continue. As I looked back at the poem and tried to think of what about the flickering lights was important, Mitch strolled in with a short, sturdy young man in a collared shirt and black slacks. He paused for a second when he saw Taylor and I were in here, and then his eyes went back and forth between the two of us.
 
   At seeing how close we were I could’ve sworn I saw his jaw set in a scowl, but a moment later he dropped the look and smiled in greeting. “You guys doing homework?” Both Taylor and I nodded in answer, so Mitch pointed to the man beside him. “Taylor, this is the rep I was telling you about, from Reebok. He’s here about the new product.” Taylor stood to shake the guy’s hand, Mitch turning to point at her. “James, this is my number one girl, she keeps this place going.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Taylor.” James smiled politely, taking Taylor’s hand.
 
   “Same,” she replied quietly, and if I hadn’t been watching the exchange I might’ve missed it. She’d talk for the sake of a business deal? The mystery just keeps on coming.
 
   When she returned to the seat beside me I was still staring at her, a little surprised to have heard her voice again, and so she nodded toward the study guide to get me to continue.
 
   “Oh, right, um.” I skimmed over the poem once more. Flickering lights. “Well, lights flicker before they go out right?”
 
   I looked up at Taylor to see if I was right, but she was a little distracted at listening to Mitch and James talk about business. A moment later she realized I’d answered, so with an apologetic smile she nodded that I was correct and stood, motioning for me to follow her. I got up and grabbed my stuff to do as she wanted, but I wasn’t really sure where she was going to take me that there wouldn’t be a distraction. There were still games happening on the other two rinks, and surely there were people everywhere. Taylor led the way out of the break room and down the hall a couple doors to her office. I wasn’t sure I could believe it, until she pushed open the door, motioned for me to go in first, and then closed it behind us.
 
   Even after she closed the door I stood there for a bit in shock. This was probably the biggest office at the rink, but it was still a little small for what she was using it for. Not three feet from the door was a bed, pushed up against the far wall. Directly next to the bed, between it and the door, was a tall dresser, and on the left against the left wall was a desk with a computer on top of it. There was a flat screen TV mounted on the left wall too, in perfect position where Taylor could watch it from lying on the bed. For a bedroom, this office was tiny, and everything was sort of cramped together. But it seemed totally worth it when the rink was her playground and she could skate whenever she wanted.
 
   “You do live here!” I probably shouldn’t be making a big deal out of it, especially by the shy nod Taylor gave, but I couldn’t help it. I’d been trying to figure this out since we first started skating together, and now I knew for sure. As I looked around her living space, a thought occurred to me, and I was just too curious not ask. “But, where do you shower and stuff?”
 
   It was probably an inappropriate question, but Taylor was clean, and even though I didn’t know where he lived, going to Mitch’s place every day to shower seemed like too much of a hassle. I even wondered why she didn’t just live with Mitch, but there was no way I was going to get an answer on that. At my question Taylor laughed, and strolled to a door I noticed for the first time against the back wall near the foot of the bed. When she opened it I could just see a sink from where I still stood at the door, but I assumed it was a full bathroom.
 
   “Did Mitch put that in for you?” I asked, and Taylor nodded, nervously looking around. For some reason I got the feeling she didn’t really bring people in here. I couldn’t help but grin, and added more for reassurance, “this is awesome.”
 
   Taylor gave a relieved smile that I thought so, and took my stuff from me to set it on the desk while I took another moment to study the room. I completely underestimated how much Taylor liked bright colors. The bed was a bright red, a total contrast to the dark blue of the walls. The computer desk was pure white, but the computer itself was black and littered with colorful stickers, most of which I could make out as hockey companies and music bands. Even the dresser was covered in graffiti of different colors. Something on top of the dresser caught my eye, and I strode over to take a look at the picture.
 
   It was definitely a bit of an older picture, though it looked like it had been professionally taken. There were five people in it, a man and a woman who looked to be in their thirties, with two preteen boys and a slightly younger girl. The five of them were wearing color-coordinated outfits and sitting in sand at the beach, hanging off each other and smiling happily at the camera. I grinned when I recognized the young girl as Taylor, and the light freckles on her bronze skin matched those of the two boys in the picture.
 
   “Is this your family?” I asked excitedly, holding up the picture to her.
 
   Taylor’s head whipped in my direction at the question, and after pacing over she gently took the picture from me and carefully set it back down with a nod. Her eyes lingered on it for a second, and then she grabbed my shoulders and turned me to lead me over to the desk. On the way there I noticed all her hats were hanging on the wall beside the door. Smiling at the sight, I noticed one that stood out from all the others. It was an older, faded blue hat with a picture of a bass fish above the bill.
 
   “How come you never wear this one?” I asked, pointing at it.
 
   That’s when Taylor made a bit of a whining noise, and motioned for me to sit at the desk with a pleading look in her eyes. My cheeks shaded a bit as I realized that for the first time she was trusting me somewhere she normally didn’t bring people, and I was snooping around and asking way too many questions. Jackass, I scolded myself, giving her an apologetic smile and sitting down at the desk where she’d set my study guide. No more questions. Since I was sitting at the only chair at the desk I wondered where Taylor would go, until she took a step back and sat down at the corner of the bed closest to me.
 
   “Okay, the light is going out,” I picked up where we left off, grabbing the paper and turning toward her, holding it between us. Then I started on the next stanza, and read the whole thing through before going back to something that stumped me from the very start. “Who’s Sophocles again?”
 
   Taylor laughed and stood up from the bed, and then she turned me back toward the computer. With a hand resting on the back of my seat she leaned over me and grabbed the mouse. She shook it and waited patiently for the computer to come out of sleep mode, but now I didn’t care what she was doing. She did it again. Put those butterflies in my stomach because she got close. Did she know she was doing it? Was she doing it on purpose?
 
   When the computer started up she pulled her other hand off the back of my chair and leaned further over me so she could get to the keyboard. I wasn’t paying attention to what she was typing in though because I was staring at her… again. And those butterflies, they weren’t in my stomach anymore. They’d moved up to my chest, and they were fluttering so hard it almost made me sick. There was something else now too, an impulse. I’ll be damned. They made me want to kiss her. Sure, I’d thought about it before, I knew I was attracted to Taylor. But I’d never actually considered doing it.
 
   As that thought occurred to me Taylor pulled back a little bit since she was finished typing and looked at me. Her eyes met mine as she caught me staring at her again, and yep, I definitely wanted to kiss her. That’s why my breath caught in my throat when she placed her fingers under my chin, and though my eyes were locked onto hers I could see the smirk that tugged at her lips. Thank God I froze though and didn’t go for it, because with her fingers under my chin she gently turned my face toward the computer screen, forcing me to read what she’d pulled up.
 
   Sophocles. I read the title of the webpage, and took a deep breath to calm the fluttering in my chest. This was not good. I could deal with attraction to Taylor, especially since I didn’t see how I could try to act on it if she didn’t talk to me, but this was more than attraction. I refused to think the words, to admit to myself what this feeling truly was and what it meant. And sure, maybe this frightening feeling sort of felt good, in a weird, masochistic kind of way. But if it was anything I would actually admit to myself, it was bad news. It was really, really bad.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   12
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   December 23
 
    
 
   “Here,” read the text from Victoria on Friday night letting me know she was outside my apartment.
 
   Since it was Christmas weekend and a lot of people traveled for the holidays the rink had been shut down, leaving Victoria and I without work for a few days. Some of the girls from our team were going to a bar downtown, so Victoria offered to pick me up and we would drive together. I waved bye to Jamie on my way out and told her not to wait up for me, then hurried outside to Victoria’s car. Austin was in the driver’s seat, Victoria in the passenger’s seat, and a guy I was unfamiliar with occupied the seat next to mine in the back.
 
   “Hey, guys,” I greeted with a grin as I slid in and closed the door.
 
   Victoria waved at me from over the back of her seat, and Austin turned enough to smile at me before putting his eyes back on the road. “Hey, J,” he said happily. “This is my buddy, Greg.”
 
   “Jordan,” I told him, sticking out my hand for him to shake. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Even though I shook his hand friendlily enough, it was a little apprehensive. The last time Austin brought a friend along the guy never figured out I wasn’t into men, so he spent the whole night hitting on me. Austin must have sensed my unease though, because he reassured me.
 
   “Don’t worry, we already told Greg not to bother.”
 
   I laughed nervously, and Greg just chuckled along, shaking his head as he too added, “I won’t try anything.”
 
   Laughing, a little more relaxed this time, I nodded. “Where exactly are we going?”
 
   Victoria turned around to look at me. “Linda finally convinced them to go back to that gay bar we went to a while ago.”
 
   “Did you warn Greg about that?” I asked, chuckling and hoping he wasn’t only coming to pick up girls.
 
   I heard him laugh, but Austin answered for him. “We told him he could hit on Charlie.”
 
   Before I could answer Victoria reached at her feet for something, and then held a beer back over her seat to me. I took the bottle and twisted off the cap, laughing, “starting early tonight or what?”
 
   Victoria giggled but shook her head. “It’s Christmas and drinks at the bar are expensive. I already had to cash my paycheck for tonight.”
 
   At that I reached into my pocket and pulled out a wad of bills, holding it forward so Victoria could see. “Yeah, me too.” She snorted with laughter and stretched her drink behind her, which I clinked my own bottle against.
 
   We got to the bar not long after that, and after getting a few drinks and saying hello to our teammates the four of us got a billiards table. The bar wasn’t nearly as crowded as it had been the first time we came here, probably because it was the holidays, but it was still pretty busy.
 
   “Okay, boys versus girls,” Greg proposed, fitting the balls into the triangle. “Losers buy next round.”
 
   I shrugged and grabbed a cue, lining up to break. “Better get your money out, boys,” I teased.
 
   We played the first game of the night, and sure enough, Victoria and I won, even though it was just barely. After we got our victory drinks we strolled over to the table that Charlie, Morgan, and Linda were sitting at and ordered an enormous side of nachos for all of us. Once those were gone Morgan decided she wanted to play a game of pool, so Victoria, Austin, and I went to play with her while we left Greg with Charlie. He hadn’t said much to her while we’d been eating, but I figured maybe he was the shy type who couldn’t hit on girls when people he knows are watching.
 
   “Did you get any of your grades back yet?” Victoria asked me, watching Morgan line up for a shot. The game was already halfway over, and Morgan was better at this than she looked.
 
   “Three of them,” I nodded. “A in accounting, C in statistics, and a B in lit class.”
 
   Victoria’s jaw dropped when I told her my last grade. “How the hell did you manage to get a B in English?”
 
   “Aced the final because Taylor’s a genius,” I told her, and I couldn’t help but grin as I explained more. “On Wednesday she stayed up all night helping me study.”
 
   Morgan finished her shot so Victoria walked around the table, speaking louder so I could hear her over the music. “Isn’t that cute!” she hollered sarcastically.
 
   At her joking I just sighed. Usually I could laugh and try to defend myself, but because of the week before, now it only made me uncomfortable. I didn’t want her bringing me any closer to admitting the truth. “What about you?”
 
   Victoria made her way back to me while Austin went to take his shot. “Only got one back so far. Got an A in child psychology.”
 
   “Nice,” I congratulated, not at all surprised. Victoria had always been such a good student the only thing that would surprise me is her not getting an A.
 
   A few turns later and closer to the end of the game Greg came over, apparently having struck out with Charlie. When we finished playing and Victoria and I wanted to go dance on the small dance floor, Austin declined.
 
   “I’m going to play wingman for Greg,” he told Victoria before we ran off. “He thinks if he talks to enough girls he’ll eventually find a straight one.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at that, and after Victoria nodded and gave him a kiss we headed for the dance floor. Even though I had a nice buzz, I let her drag me to the bar for a pit stop on the way there, and we both took a shot before we finally went to our destination. It had probably been about forty-five minutes that I’d been dancing with Victoria before a girl came up to dance with me. She was definitely attractive, a little bit shorter than me with waist length black hair and dark brown eyes. Her dark skin stood out against the blue top she was wearing, and when she got close to me I could smell that her perfume was sweet and inviting.
 
   Her name was Moira, and I danced with her for probably about an hour before Victoria tapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, I’m going to get another drink.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll come,” I said, and glanced back at my dance partner, feeling it would be weird if I just walked away. “Thanks for the dance.”
 
   She nodded, not bothering to try and speak back over the volume of the music, and waved. When we got to the bar Victoria ordered something, I couldn’t hear exactly what over the ringing in my ears, and then turned to me. “You want anything?”
 
   “Just water,” I yelled into her ear, and she shrugged at my choice. “Thanks.”
 
   I took my drink from her a second later and we both tried to catch a glimpse of Austin and Greg. They weren’t too hard to find, as we could see Austin and a defeated looking Greg sitting at a table nearby.
 
   “No luck with the ladies?” Victoria asked as she took the seat next to Austin. Greg just shook his head. “Hopefully you haven’t been too bored though.”
 
   He shook his head again, and smiled reassuringly. “No, I’ve been having fun.”
 
   “What happened with Charlie?” I asked him, taking a sip of my drink.
 
   He laughed and scowled at Victoria. “Apparently she has a boyfriend.”
 
   Victoria chuckled and raised her hands defensively. “How was I supposed to know? That girl goes through men like I go through shoes. Maybe next week.” She winked.
 
   As we all laughed about it the girl I’d been dancing with came up beside me and leaned close to my ear. “Hey, I was wondering if I could buy you a drink?”
 
   When she pulled away I glanced up at her. I was definitely drunk enough to go home with a girl tonight, and the holidays were always hook up season for me. But for some reason it just didn’t seem as appealing as usual. I wasn’t in the mood. “Thanks, but I’m here with my friends.” I smiled politely and pointed at my three companions.
 
   The girl nodded and, after giving a nice smile in return, walked away. When I turned back to the table I could see Victoria raising an eyebrow at me. I’d turned down going home with girls before, which the drink undoubtedly would have led to, but never had she seen me turn down a drink. Now that I thought about it though, we’d been out quite a few times the last few months, but I hadn’t had sex since Kelsey, and Moira wasn’t the first girl I’d turned down since then either. Was that why Victoria was looking at me like that? She hadn’t said anything the last many times I’d turned a girl down, but she knew my habits, and she knew if I was ever going home with a girl, it would be now.
 
   Victoria was still looking at me curiously, so I just passed her a shrug. She mirrored my action from across the table, and then went back to conversation with Austin and Greg. After we finished our drinks at the table we played one more game of pool between the four of us, and then decided to go home. Since Austin was driving Victoria’s car he took us to her house, and then with his car he took Greg home. I decided since I usually stayed at Victoria’s for Christmas anyway I might as well spend the night and make a weekend out of it. We tiptoed through the darkened house, careful not to trip on anything because it was almost three in the morning and her family was sleeping.
 
   “I’m so tired,” I whispered as we got to her bedroom, and after putting on the pajamas she leant me I climbed into her bed.
 
   She turned off the light and jumped in next to me. “Me too.” We were probably too old to be sharing beds anymore, but she was so much like a sister to me neither of us cared, and I was too tired to break out the air mattress she kept in the closet. “Goodnight.”
 
   “Night.”
 
    
 
   December 24
 
    
 
   I got up in the middle of the night, though it was probably almost morning now, and slipped out of bed. Using the wall as guidance I staggered down the hallway toward the bathroom, and flicked on the light as I closed the door. The brightness made my eyes burn, but by the time I was washing my hands they’d adjusted. I’d just squeezed some soap into my hands when there was a light knock on the door.
 
   “Vic?” I whispered. The light knock sounded again. “Hold on a sec.” I finished washing my hands and wiped them on the towel behind me, but when I opened the door to let Victoria in, I froze in shock. “Taylor?” Taylor’s mouth flashed in a grin while she made her way into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. “What are you doing here?” I whispered, my confusion apparent. I was baffled, but there was a look in her eyes that made my heartbeat pick up with excitement.
 
   She backed me up against the sink counter, and the next second her warm hands were beneath my shirt, sliding up the sides of my ribs. That’s what the look was. Desire. “What are you doing?” I asked frantically, grabbing her hands with my own. I didn’t want her to stop, but what if we got caught?
 
   She didn’t seem to care, because after taking her hands out to push mine away they slipped back under my shirt. “It’s okay,” she reassured me, pressing her body against my own as she continued to explore my torso.
 
   “What if they hear?” I asked, looking toward the door. Even though I was nervous, I wasn’t trying to keep her from touching me anymore. I even went so far as to remove the hat she was wearing and dropped it to the floor.
 
   Those bright brown eyes met mine, and now that the bill of her hat wasn’t in the way she leaned forward so that her lips barely brushed against mine. “You just have to make sure you’re quiet.”
 
   God that rasp in her voice was so sexy, and that last reassurance was all I needed to fully meet her lips in a kiss. I wrapped my hands around the back of her neck, trying desperately to make this kiss deep enough, but I didn’t feel like I’d ever be satisfied. I wanted so much more, and I got more when one of the hands that had been moving across my ribs and back slid between us, and then down beneath the waistline of my pajama pants. Only Taylor’s lips stifled a desperate moan, and at the feeling I removed my hands from her neck and set them at the edge of the counter I was leaning against, gripping tightly to keep every muscle in my body from twitching with pleasure. Then I leaned back a little and closed my eyes, and when Taylor’s lips connected with my neck I couldn’t keep from rocking my hips, pressing myself harder against her hand.
 
   That’s when I hit the ground, hard, and frightened at the sudden pain I opened my eyes to find myself on the hardwood floor beside Victoria’s bed. I could hear snickering from somewhere up on the bed, so rubbing out the pain in the elbow I’d fallen on I pushed myself up to see her laughing at me. That’s when it registered. I’d been dreaming, and goddamn what a dream. There was still a nagging ache between my legs. Why’d Victoria have to wake me up?
 
   “Did you seriously just push me off the bed?” I asked with a glare. It was obvious by the teasing glimmer in her eyes that I hadn’t just fallen.
 
   She laughed a little harder and shrugged. “That’s what you get for having a sex dream when you’re sleeping right next to me.”
 
   “What?” I asked in shock. Dreams were private, how did she know? “I was not.”
 
   “No?” she asked, clearly not believing me in the slightest. “You always moan when you’re sleeping?” I was going to glare at her, but I could tell she wasn’t annoyed or freaked out by it. She thought it was funny. So I couldn’t help but give a goofy smile, and my equally dopey laugh came out as a ‘huh-huh’. Victoria grinned and leaned forward, teasing further. “Who was it? Somebody famous?”
 
   “None of your business,” I told her with a chuckle, lifting myself off the floor.
 
   “Oh! Was it Taylor?” she asked excitedly, earning a wicked scowl.
 
   “Stop asking, I’m not going to tell you,” I growled, then made for the door and turned toward the kitchen. I usually brushed my teeth first thing after waking up, but I couldn’t bring myself to step foot in the bathroom. Not yet anyway.
 
   Victoria whined a little bit, but I didn’t care. There was no way in hell I was telling her I really just had a sex dream about Taylor Becks. I could hardly believe it myself, and I didn’t know whether to be angry with myself for having it or disappointed it was only a dream. The fact that it even happened was scary, maybe even more so than the fact that she gave me butterflies. The single scariest thing about it… she touched me, and I didn’t even think to protest. Sure it was only a dream, but I’d had sex dreams a couple times throughout my life, and my mental block about letting a girl touch me extended to my sleeping hours.
 
   Only, not in this case. Which meant there was no way I could deny now that what I felt for Taylor was more than physical attraction. Maybe it started as such, but then the butterflies happened. And that dream, even though I wasn’t awake and Taylor wasn’t really there, it wasn’t just sex. It was more than that, and Taylor had more power now than she could possibly imagine. These things that I kept feeling meant she had the power to hurt me, and that was the most frightening thing I’d realized in years.
 
   It was so frightening to me that while I ate a silent breakfast with Victoria I was nearly sweating. My hands were clammy and cold, and a heavy anxiety sat in my chest, making my heart pound wildly. This continued while we were getting ready for the day, and it wasn’t until we were leaving the house that I reached a conclusion that made me feel a little better. First thing I had to do was admit to myself that I like Taylor Becks. That wasn’t so hard, seeing as it was now blatantly obvious. Then I just had to figure out what to do about it. Safest thing to do, stop liking Taylor Becks. Everything was going so well with her that I couldn’t risk any other option, especially if I could get hurt. I just hoped it turned out to be as easy as it sounded.
 
   “You’ve been quiet,” Victoria stated from the driver’s seat of her car, and it had been so silent previously that the sound of her voice almost made me jump.
 
   We were on our way back to my apartment. It was Christmas Eve, but my parents still had their bible study, so I would get to spend time with Justin. Victoria had said the day before that she wanted to come with us since I was going to take him to an arts and crafts store so he could make something for Jamie. I’d learned since I’d been spending time with him that coloring and creating things were his favorite, and I made sure to do those kinds of things with him whenever we were together.
 
   “Yeah.” I pulled my arm off the center console where I’d been resting it and rubbed my temples, trying to work out the headache that had been coming on. “Sorry.”
 
   Victoria glanced over at me, and I could see the worry in her eyes. “Anything you want to talk about?”
 
   I sighed. I wanted so badly to be able to talk to her about it, but I knew she wouldn’t give me the answer I wanted to hear. She wouldn’t tell me I should get over Taylor. She’d tell me I should make a move. “No, it’s okay.” I tried to smile reassuringly, and even though I could tell she knew something was wrong, she knew me well enough not to press when I didn’t want to talk.
 
   “Okay,” she nodded compliantly and changed the subject. “Where are we taking Justin? I’m so excited to meet him.”
 
   “You’ll love him, he’s such a cutie,” I replied. “I found this little place that does arts and crafts. I thought he might like to make a Christmas ornament for Jamie.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.” As Victoria responded we pulled up to my apartment building, and it looked like Jamie had just gotten back from picking up Justin.
 
   “Right on time,” Jamie smiled when Victoria and I got out of the car.
 
   “Joh-din!” Justin yelled, scrambling out of the car to come running to me.
 
   “Hey, buddy.” I laughed happily as I scooped him up, and he wrapped his arms around my neck in a hug. When he let me go I turned to Victoria. “Hey Justin, this is my best friend Victoria.”
 
   “Hi, Justin.” Victoria gave a small wave and smiled nicely.
 
   Justin hid his face, peeking out at her from behind my head. “Hi.”
 
   “Aw,” Jamie cooed, rubbing Justin’s back while she explained to Victoria, “Justin gets shy when he meets pretty girls. Don’t you?” Justin turned to look at her, and after glancing back at Victoria he gave a timid nod, which made all three of us laugh.
 
   “Where’s Cameron?” I asked, lowering Justin to the ground.
 
   “At his place. I’m heading over there now.” Jamie knelt down to give Justin a hug goodbye. “Have fun with Jordan today, okay?” Then she looked to me. “You know what time to be back. See you soon.”
 
   When Jamie left I had to grab my car keys from the apartment, and then we all jumped in my car to head to the arts and crafts store. It was only right down the street, so it didn’t take long at all to get there, and it wasn’t at all as busy as I’d expected it to be. In fact, when the three of us walked in we were the only people there. Guess most folks didn’t go out much on Christmas Eve.
 
   “Look at all this stuff, Justin,” I said, only half exaggerating my awe at all the different ornaments they had for him to decorate.
 
   “Cool!” His blond hair bobbed up and down as he ran back and forth in front of the shelves of ornaments, most of which were Styrofoam.
 
   “You want to pick one for Jamie?” I asked him, and he nodded vigorously, still walking back and forth, taking in all the different shapes.
 
   “You were right,” Victoria whispered to me, watching Justin. “He’s so cute.”
 
   “Told you,” I laughed, and then glanced down when Justin brought a foam ornament over to me and held it up. “You want to decorate this one?” He nodded, and held the snowman-shaped ornament in his hands while I led him and Victoria over to a table to decorate. “Justin, how’s Miss Jackson?”
 
   He stuck his paintbrush in the small dish of paint the employee had already prepared for him, and then looked up at me. “Good, but she’s not my girlfriend anymore.”
 
   I heard Victoria giggle at his response, and I tried not to laugh while I asked, “she’s not? Do you have a new girlfriend?” Justin looked over at Victoria shyly, and then nodded. “What’s her name?”
 
   “Becky,” he answered, and as he focused on painting the hat of the snowman he was concentrating so hard his eyebrows furrowed, and his tongue was barely sticking out of his pursed lips. “Why the snowman only has a hat?”
 
   I leaned over to look at his ornament. It looked like a typical snowman, minus the smoking pipe, so it didn’t have any clothes other than the hat on its head. “I don’t know, but you can put more on if you want. Why don’t you give him a scarf?”
 
   “Could you draw it?” he asked, holding it out to me.
 
   I laughed but shook my head. “Victoria’s better at drawing than me. Why don’t you ask her?”
 
   The shy look returned to his eyes, but he held the ornament out toward Victoria. “Could you please draw it for me?”
 
   She nodded and used the felt tip marker on the table to draw a scarf, and then handed it back to him. “Here you go,” she smiled happily. “What color are you going to make it?”
 
   Justin stuck his tongue out again as he thought about it, and when he’d decided he shouted, “blue!” He got so excited that his body twitched, and he flicked the paintbrush he was holding in his hand, sending black paint splatters all over the table. “Uh oh!” he said, but he didn’t seem upset or scared of getting in trouble, because he let out a squeal of laughter.
 
   “What did you ask Santa for, for Christmas?” I asked him, chuckling as I grabbed one of the paper towels the employee was smart enough to set on the table, and wiped up the paint.
 
   “Moh’ crayons,” he answered, once again intently focused on painting. “And tools so I could help Daddy.”
 
   I was a little taken aback by his last request, seeing as my father had never been the type to do much bonding. He’d always been the silent, care from the background sort. Maybe the fact that Justin was a boy made my father feel like he had more in common with his kid. It did make me wonder what other things were different though. My mom was always pretty involved. Always there in presence, at PTA meetings and taking us wherever Jamie and I needed to be. She never did much emotional bonding, however, aside from tucking us in and the occasional kiss when either of us would get hurt. And she certainly was never the protective type, as she seemed to be with Justin since it was so hard to convince her to even let Jamie take him for the day.
 
   I didn’t blame it on my parents entirely. Money was hard to come by back then, especially for a fresh out of high school mechanic like my father. My parents were young, and from what I understood their marriage had been the result of my mom being pregnant with Jamie. I could imagine stress was the biggest factor that prevented Jamie and I from getting all the affection, and attention, it seemed Justin got. By the time I was in my teens my father had managed to open up his own shop and success seemed near, though I was kicked out before I really got to see it. I knew they were better off now, but aside from that Jamie never mentioned any changes, especially about their parenting technique. Why would she though? Why rub it in my face? It was strange to think that Justin and I shared parents, but he appeared to be having a totally different childhood. Maybe even a happier one.
 
   “Joh-din,” Justin started, and when I cocked my head at him he continued, “are you coming over tomorrow?”
 
   The question was so innocent, so hopeful, that it hit me like a wrecking ball in the gut. I could even feel Victoria’s eyes on me, trying to judge my reaction to it, and under the table she set a sympathetic hand on my thigh. Of course he’d want me there on Christmas, and I hated having to burst his bubble. He could never understand these things until he was much older, and surely he would understand someday. But just then, I was frustrated that I had to be the bad guy.
 
   “No, I can’t come, buddy,” I answered, trying to put a smile on.
 
   “Why?” he asked, and I could see the disappointment in those big blue eyes.
 
   “I have to be somewhere else,” I told him. I didn’t want to make up some bullshit lie like I had to be at work, but I instantly tried to turn it around and raise both of our spirits. “But I got you a present. It’s in the car.”
 
   “Really?” he asked, already bouncing in his seat.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll give it to you when we leave.” I couldn’t help but smile at his lightheartedness.
 
   Now that the tension was lessened I felt Victoria’s hand slide off my thigh, and I turned to give her a grateful smile. Sure it hurt that I couldn’t spend time with my own family on the holidays, but I never saw the point in beating myself up about something I couldn’t really control, so I tried not to think about it too much. It was totally different now, now that I knew Justin would miss me. Since I’d learned to deal with rejection by my parents and I saw Jamie on a regular basis, I could survive not being there. I could satisfy myself with extra meaningless sex and spending time with Victoria’s family. But now there was no sex, and my own family had something Victoria’s didn’t, that little blond toddler. I felt now more than ever that for the last four years I’d truly been missing out on something spectacular.
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   January 5
 
    
 
   I sighed as I reached the front desk. Another day, another game, and I only had one game left for the night. Quite frankly though, I was exhausted. I’d kept skating with Taylor this whole week while I tried my best to stop having feelings for her. It was harder than I thought it would be. Not just because of my physical attraction to her, but the other day Victoria had been right. Taylor and I flirted, especially lately. The first time I caught myself it gave me those goddamn butterflies, and after that everything spiraled out of control. Every time we were together I did everything I could to avoid flirting, which was the exhausting part. The way I acted with her seemed so natural now. It took a conscious effort not to flirt, and even more of a conscious effort not to swoon every time she fucking looked at me.
 
   It probably would have just been easier to stop skating with her, but I liked it too much. How’s that for contradictory? Then there was the fact that I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, especially since she’d been letting me closer. She still didn’t talk to me, but once more she let me into her “office.” She’d been up all night the day before taking inventory in the pro shop, and so she’d been too tired to skate. Instead we watched a movie in her room. It had almost been too much for me. Sitting there alone with her. Behind a closed door. On her bed. She didn’t seem to be fazed by any of it, but I’d been so stressed out by the end, so afraid of my feelings for her and what I might do, that my hands had grown clammy again and I had a splitting migraine from clenching my jaw.
 
   And just now, when Taylor came out of the pro shop, she bumped me on her way behind the front desk, passing a playful smirk back at me, and my stomach fluttered unsettlingly. I returned the smile even though my willpower was slowly crumbling. It was unnerving. The way I set up barrier after barrier, and she unhinged them all with a glance.
 
   Taylor had sat down in front of the computer, so I tried to distract myself from staring at her. “Hey, Mitch, where’d you get the tacos?” I asked, eyeing his plate of what looked like homemade tacos. “They’re making me hungry.”
 
   Mitch laughed and tossed his thumb down the rink. “Doug finally brought something good.” Then Taylor got up and walked back into the pro shop, and I was about to turn to start my last game when Mitch stopped me. “Hey, Jordan.” I looked at him curiously. “I like you, you’re a great employee and a nice kid. But you’ve got a reputation.” He paused, and I furrowed my eyebrows in confusion. Then he pointed toward the pro shop. “If that girl gets hurt, you’ll never step foot in a rink again. Okay?”
 
   “I-Uh,” I stuttered, too bewildered to fully comprehend what he was telling me. “Okay.”
 
   When he nodded I slowly turned and went back to the rink. Did Mitch just threaten me? He was scary when he was serious. But why’d he say that to me anyway? What was my reputation? Was he implying I had the power to hurt Taylor? That couldn’t be right. She didn’t even seem interested in me, aside from the flirting, but people flirt just for the fun of it sometimes. Plus, if anyone was going to get hurt, she was going to hurt me. Isn’t that the way life always seemed to go? I just wished everyone would stop pointing out what I was trying to get over. It’s like I couldn’t escape it for a single second. It consumed me at work when she was around and it assaulted my thoughts every other hour of the day.
 
   I made it back to the scorekeeper’s box, where Victoria was already sitting and waiting for me. “Are you done already?” I asked in shock at seeing her.
 
   She nodded and scooted over on the small bench to make room for me. “Yeah, my rink finished early tonight.” Then she bumped me playfully with her shoulder. “You ready for the tournament next weekend? I’m so excited. Since you’ve been skating with Taylor you might actually get to score on her. Maybe we could win gold!”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh, shaking my head. “Don’t get your hopes up. She still kicks my ass.”
 
   “You might beat her if you stopped checking her out long enough to focus on the puck,” she quipped with a playful grin.
 
   “Would you get over it already?” I asked grumpily. Another exhausting thing, Victoria’s teasing. I hadn’t confirmed to her my feelings for Taylor, but she still wouldn’t let up with the jokes.
 
   She seemed stunned at my touchiness on the subject for a split second before she just rolled her eyes at me. The game started and we sat there in silence for another minute before she spoke again. “Did I tell you the plan yet for driving up there?” she asked, talking about the tournament. I shook my head. “Holly has a truck, so she offered to take everyone’s gear. Then, since we’re all staying at the same hotel, we can all split up in Holly’s truck and Erin’s SUV.”
 
   “Sounds good to me, I hate driving,” I chuckled, and before I could ask how much I owed for the hotel I saw Taylor coming around the side of the rink. When she finally got to the scorekeeper’s box she set the plate she was carrying down in front of me, and my eyes locked onto two tacos. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Victoria glancing back and forth between Taylor and I, but I ignored her and smiled up at Taylor. “Wow, thanks so much.” I forced my grin to be as appreciative as possible, and Taylor seemed satisfied because she returned the smile and walked away. But I already knew Victoria was going to give me shit for it, and that made the smile hard to put on.
 
   “Where’re my tacos?” she teased, leaning over to take a sniff of the warm food. When I pushed her face away she laughed, “Taylor totally likes you.”
 
   I glared at her. Here we go. “No she doesn’t.”
 
   “Then how come she didn’t bring me anything?” she asked matter-of-factly.
 
   I shrugged. I was shocked too that Taylor brought them for me. She’d always been thoughtful, but this came as a surprise. “I said they were making me hungry.”
 
   “She likes you,” Victoria repeated, deadpanning as her eyes locked on me and her face grew serious.
 
   “Would you stop saying that?” I asked in exasperation. She was starting to frustrate me, and I was so tired of this that my patience was wearing thin. “She doesn’t even talk to me.”
 
   Victoria smirked, and her voice grew teasing again as she pointed at the tacos. “Actions speak louder than words, Jordan dear. Especially for someone who doesn’t speak.”
 
   Even though I was growing impatient, I was starting to panic. Victoria was already making it hard for me to deny what I wanted, I didn’t need her convincing me to pursue Taylor only to end up getting my heart broken. “Vic, please. Just stop,” I begged, my voice soft and pleading.
 
   My tone caused her to quit teasing and look at me seriously again. “Why? What’s the matter?” I could tell she was worried her taunting had hurt my feelings.
 
   I sighed. Did I really want to admit the truth to her? She knew me better than anyone, so maybe if I told her then she’d stop trying to push me into a relationship. Maybe she’d sympathize. “She gives me butterflies.”
 
   “Butterflies?” Victoria repeated, processing what I’d said. It took her a few seconds, but then she clarified. “You mean you really do like her? This whole time I’ve been busting your balls, and you actually like her? I knew it!” I just nodded, refusing to look at her. “Well, Jordan, I mean, come on. This is a serious breakthrough for you, you should make a move!”
 
   “No,” I said sternly and shook my head. “I’m not making a move.”
 
   “You should at least tell her,” she told me, turning to look directly at me. She was growing more eager by the second. “You can’t do nothing.”
 
   I sighed again. “That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”
 
   “What?” she asked, studying me to see if I was serious, and she could tell I was. “No, no, no. You are not just going to sit here. Jordan, do you realize that for the first time ever you have actual, involuntary feelings for someone?” I nodded this time. “Christ, Jordan, come on!”
 
   She’d put her hands on my shoulders and shook me a little for emphasis, but I shrugged her off. “Please, just let it go.”
 
   “Seriously?” she said in disbelief. “You can go home with a girl after she buys you a single fucking drink, but you can’t even admit to Taylor that you having feelings for her? You are unbelievable.”
 
   The fact that she was calling me unbelievable, when she already knew my reasons, wore away my last bit of patience. I turned to her with an angry scowl. “That is exactly why I can’t admit it to Taylor and you know that.”
 
   “Because you’re afraid of getting hurt?” she clarified.
 
   “Yes.” I nodded, and even though I was aggravated, I couldn’t bring myself to say anymore. I couldn’t tell her that I would never be able to handle letting someone else in, only to have them not want me after I got attached. Especially Taylor, because my feelings for her were out of control, it would crush me.
 
   “But you finally have a chance at being happy.” Now she seemed to be pleading with me, and I couldn’t bring myself to look her in the eyes.
 
   It was just too frightening, the thought of telling Taylor. “I seem to be doing alright so far. I’m happy being unhappy.” But that was a blatant lie. I had a system before she came along, now Taylor was interfering with my satisfactory unhappiness.
 
   Victoria sighed a quick, frustrated huff of breath. “Jordan, I love you, but you got to get the fuck over it. Everyone deals with pain, but you know what? You just got to get up, brush off the dust, and set yourself up for the next potential heartbreak.” I didn’t have to look at her to know she was upset now, maybe even angry. “That’s life. You take risks, and a lot of times you get hurt. But if you don’t take a goddamn risk every once in a while, then you’re going to miss out on every single thing in your life that might just be worth it.”
 
   Now I looked at her, but I couldn’t say anything. I was too surprised she’d snapped. But she wasn’t done. “And you know what else Jordan? Even though you probably don’t want to hear it, I’m going to say it anyway. When your parents ditched you, you fell apart.” I opened my mouth to protest, to stop her, because she was right that I didn’t want to hear it, but she pressed on. “I was there, I saw it. They broke what little confidence you had left after…” Now she stopped. She knew saying it would put me over the edge. So she left that part out and continued, “they broke the last part of you that used to believe you deserved love. That’s right,” she added when she saw the look of shock on my face. “I’ve been around long enough to know exactly how you feel. Well surprise, Jordan, you do deserve it. Your parents are assholes for making you feel otherwise, and you’re an asshole for believing it.”
 
   As she finished, with the last few words she said, she poked her finger at the countertop for emphasis. Then she just sat there, breathing heavily and trying to calm herself for a few more seconds before she stood. “I can’t watch you be okay with hurting anymore. I just… can’t.”
 
   At that she walked away. I wasn’t really sure what she meant, or what she was implying at walking away. Maybe she just needed to cool off, but I was too shocked to say anything, or even to process everything she’d said. She’d said so much. I still didn’t feel like I could tell Taylor I liked her. The only thing Victoria had accomplished was making me feel like a brooding jackass. I couldn’t even really enjoy my tacos because it had put me in such a bad mood. I wasn’t angry. I could never get angry with Victoria when she spoke her mind because she was almost always right. I just felt… stuck. I didn’t know how to fix anything without taking the risk.
 
   When the game finally ended I trudged to the front desk, and I was glad Taylor was there and not already on the rink so I wouldn’t have to walk all the way back there to talk to her. “Hey, I’m not going to skate tonight. I’ll just see you tomorrow.”
 
   It was obvious Taylor could tell something was wrong by the way she looked at me, but she simply nodded. After waving bye I started for the door, reaching for my car keys so I’d have them ready, but when my hand hit my pocket, it was empty. That made me sigh. The last thing I needed right now was to have lost my keys. I knew there was a lost and found at the front desk though, so I walked back to Taylor.
 
   “Did anyone turn in some car keys?” I asked her, and she bent over to look in the bottom drawer that was full of random things. When she came back up she held my keys out to me, and I half-smiled with relief. “Thanks. See ya.”
 
   With that I strode to my car. Even for southern California winter nights got cold, and by the time I made it into my seat I was shivering. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and turned on the car, and I sat there rubbing my arms and letting it warm up. I could only stand the cold for a minute before I turned on the heater, not caring if it wasn’t totally hot yet. The second I turned it on I got the shock of a lifetime, and jumped a mile when thousands of tiny, brightly colored bits of paper came spewing out the vents.
 
   The confetti swirled around, and when I finally realized what happened, and in spite of my mood, I couldn’t help but laugh and look around in awe at the colors that littered my car. This was Taylor’s revenge. How did she manage this in the first place? It took me a few moments to figure it out, but then I remembered her bumping me on her way behind the front desk. That must have been when she swiped my keys, and then just put them in the lost and found knowing I’d come looking for them. Taylor was a prank genius, but this wasn’t just funny. The fact that I felt like I was in a snow globe made it dazzling. It was… magical.
 
   Still chuckling I shut off the engine, and sat there for another second before I pushed open the door. Leave it to Taylor to make my mood do a one-eighty. Now I actually felt like skating. Striding to the back of my car to grab my gear I wiggled my body, trying to shake off all the small pieces of confetti. Taylor was nowhere to be found when I first walked through the doors, but I could see her on the back rink while I made my way into the locker room that I always put my stuff in.
 
   “You know, I underestimated your pranking skills,” I said, stepping onto the rink and skating to where Taylor was. She glanced up, eyes locking onto me while she giggled. “Though, I got to say, it seemed more like a surprise gift than a prank.”
 
   With a pleased grin on her face she coasted forward a few inches and reached up. I was still staring into those bright brown eyes as she carefully pulled a piece of blue confetti out of my hair, and I could feel myself melting all over again. The grin faded a little bit as she dropped the paper and watched it float the ground, but when she looked back at me I realized the grin hadn’t faded so much as it had transformed. The way she was looking at me now, the glimmer of emotion in her eyes, maybe Mitch was trying to imply something, and maybe Victoria was right. Maybe I should just make a move. Lord knows she was making me want to kiss her again. I opened my mouth a little, about to say something even though I had no idea what, but I’d waited too long. Just then Taylor turned and grabbed a puck to start skating with me, and who knew if I’d ever find courage like that again.
 
    
 
   January 7
 
    
 
   “Hey! Justin’s here!” I grinned when the blond toddler came through the apartment door, followed by Jamie and Cameron.
 
   “Hi, Joh-din,” he said happily and gave me a hug hello.
 
   When I released him from the hug I noticed Jamie and Cameron hadn’t come all the way inside, and instead stood near the door. “You guys taking off?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jamie nodded, and I could tell by the look on her face she was a little bit stressed. Cameron, however, looked as laidback as always. “We still have so much stuff to take care of, and the wedding is coming up so soon.”
 
   I laughed when Cameron playfully rolled his eyes behind her back. He often joked about eloping as long as he would get to marry Jamie. “Okay, go, go. Get shit done.” I shooed them out the door, but at the profane word Jamie cast me a scolding glare, and we all glanced over at Justin to see if he’d heard. Fortunately he’d brought a little backpack, and was preoccupied with pulling things out of it and putting them on top of the coffee table. “Sorry,” I winced. “See you later.”
 
   After I’d closed the door behind them I sat down on the couch next to Justin. “What did you bring?”
 
   He pushed himself backward up onto the couch to sit next to me, and pointed at the items he’d set on the table. “Coloring and my dino-sohs.”
 
   “Oh cool.” I smiled, picking up the t-rex to examine it. “Did you get these for Christmas?”
 
   “No.” He shook his head and pointed to the coloring supplies. “Just my crayons.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” I answered, setting the toy back on the table. “What do you want to do today?”
 
   Justin grinned and hopped off the couch. He grabbed one of his coloring books and flipped open a couple pages before he found the spot he wanted, in which he’d shoved a blank picture he’d already ripped out of the book. “I picked ‘dis one for you.”
 
   When he handed me the picture I couldn’t help but grin. “Wow, that’s so cool! Thank you.” The picture he’d grabbed was from his superhero coloring book, and he’d saved a Superman page just for me. “Do you want to help me color it?”
 
   Justin nodded, knelt on his knees in front of the coffee table since he couldn’t reach it from sitting on the couch, and opened the box of crayons to set it between us. While I put the paper on the table to start coloring, he looked up at me. “Is Victoria coming?”
 
   I chuckled that he even asked. I hadn’t realized he’d liked her so much, but Victoria had a younger sister, so she had a lot of practice with little kids. “No, she’s not coming today.”
 
   I actually hadn’t even spoken to Victoria since she’d walked away from me at the hockey rink. Usually we texted a little throughout the day, every day, but she hadn’t even tried to contact me since then. I figured she probably just needed space, that wasn’t the first time she’d ever gotten angry with me. If it had been anyone other than Victoria I’d probably be panicking by now, worried that she’d abandon me too. But not Victoria, she was like a sister to me. I just needed to give her some time to remember that she was only mad at me for being me.
 
   Justin nodded and set to work on coloring the picture, and a minute later I stood. “Are you thirsty? Want some juice or something?”
 
   “Yes please.” He nodded politely.
 
   I strolled to the kitchen, watching him from over the counter while I poured his drink. “Did Mom teach you such good manners?”
 
   “Yeah, mind your p’s and q’s,” he copied the words I’d heard often as a child and rolled his eyes, effectively causing me to snort with laughter.
 
   “That’s what she always says,” I agreed, putting the drink down in front of him. I wasn’t sure if he still used sippy-cups or not so I added, “be careful, okay?”
 
   He nodded and used two hands to pick up the drink, then as slowly as possible tilted the cup until he could take a couple sips of the grape juice. I sat there and colored the Superman picture with him for a few minutes – the whole time he was shifting back and forth with expendable energy. After that few minutes he looked at me again, clearly ready for a distraction from coloring.
 
   “Did you ever watch wrestling?” he asked me.
 
   “Wrestling?” I repeated, and he nodded. “No, why?”
 
   He stood up to jump back up onto the couch while he spoke. “My friend saw it. He showed me what they do.”
 
   “Whoa!” I should have expected it from an energetic little four year-old, but Justin jumped on my back with his arms around my neck, swinging me side to side and making the deepest ‘rawr’ noise his little voice could manage. It surprised me at first, but he was so little and gentle that it didn’t hurt, and after a few seconds I couldn’t help laughing.
 
   Finally he stopped, and with his arms still around my neck he leaned over to look at me. “See? He said they do that, and chairs.”
 
   “They use chairs, huh?” I asked, still chuckling when I felt him nod. “You want to know what the best wrestling move is?” When I felt him nod again I reached around and grabbed him, playfully throwing him down on the couch and attacking his ribs with my fingers. “Tickling!”
 
   He shrieked with laughter, kicking his feet in the air and trying to fight my hands away while he gasped for breath. I tickled him about as much as I thought he could handle, not wanting to over do it, and then let him up.
 
   He was still giggling, but he sat up and got back on the floor in front of the coffee table, pushing the Superman picture toward me. “You finish this one,” he said, and then flipped open to the first blank page in the coloring book.
 
   We colored for a few more minutes, Justin taking frequent breaks to drink from the oversized cup, until a light knock came from the front door. I glanced over at Justin to make sure he was situated before I stood from the couch and made my way over.
 
   I’d barely began turning the handle when the person on the other side started talking, and the familiar voice happily continued as I opened up. “Bible study got canceled so I thought I’d surpri-”
 
   At sight of me the voice stopped, and I froze, caught like a deer in the headlights staring at the woman before me. It wasn’t just shock at seeing the thin, light-haired brunette staring right back at me, it was the fact that I hadn’t even seen my mother in years. She looked a little bit older, though still young considering she was only in her early forties. We both stood there for what seemed like minutes, though it truly could have only been seconds, staring wide-eyed at each other. She seemed in shock at finding me here, and I was tense waiting for her reaction.
 
   When she didn’t say anything, her expression seemingly confused, I tried to give a timid smile. “Hi, Mom.”
 
   Hearing my voice broke her from the stupor, and her face instantly went from confusion to a mixture of panic and anger. “Where is he?” There was such bitterness to her tone that my heart fell. Flashes of every other encounter I’d had with her since I came out ran through my mind, and I knew this wouldn’t be good. “Justin?” she hollered frantically, shoving her way into the apartment.
 
   I could already feel tears stinging my eyes. She was going to take him from me. When she saw him at the coffee table she ran to him. “Honey, get your stuff. We’re leaving.” She spoke rapidly, and the whole time she kept an eye on me, like she thought I was going to attack her or something.
 
   “But I’m coloring with Joh-din,” he protested.
 
   “Now,” she commanded, and Justin’s face fell with disappointment.
 
   “Please, just let me explain,” I begged, and when I took a step forward she held a hand toward me, stopping my advance with a single, disdainful look.
 
   “Justin, get your stuff,” she commanded again in response, but she wasn’t waiting for him to comply anymore, and started shoving his things into his backpack.
 
   That’s when tears filled Justin’s eyes. I’d never seen the kid cry, but the second those tears welled up he let out a wailing sound. He ran over to me sobbing, wrapped his arms around my legs for comfort, and buried his face in my jeans.
 
   “It’s okay, buddy.” I bent over a little and put my hands on his back as I tried to reassure him, but even he knew it wasn’t okay. “Mom, don’t do this.”
 
   I pleaded with the woman, who at seeing Justin clinging to me stormed over and grabbed him by the arm. “Don’t you touch him!” She had his backpack in one hand, and with her free arm she scooped him up.
 
   I was trying to stay calm, not to freak Justin out. But when she picked him up he wailed even louder, stretching an arm out to me. “Joh-din!” he yelled between sobs, his voice desperate and pleading.
 
   That’s what broke me, and the first tear snaked down my cheek. “Mom please, let me explain,” I begged, louder this time as I followed her to the door. “Don’t take him from me. Don’t keep him from me.”
 
   “No!” Justin slapped at my mother’s back, flailing in her arms. “Joh-din!”
 
   He was still reaching for me so I took his hand in mine, only to have him instantly wrenched away. “Please don’t do this.” I didn’t know what else to say. Salty tears were streaming down my face, and she wouldn’t even let me say goodbye. “Please.”
 
   “Joh-din!”
 
   “It’s okay, buddy. I love you, okay?” They were at the door now, and I made one final plea. “Mom, please, just listen!”
 
   “You will not do to my son what he did to you!” She stepped out the door and turned around, her eyebrows furrowed angrily as she raised the hand with the backpack in it and pointed a finger at me. “If you ever touch him again I’ll call the police.”
 
   With that she turned and all but ran away, Justin still screaming for me. I was frozen in place. This whole situation was like a knife to the heart, but her last accusation hammered it in and twisted it, causing a crippling agony in my chest. She thought I would hurt him, thought I could cause that kind of pain. She’d dredged up a memory, and she’d made me the devil of that memory. The idea caused me to let out an earth-shattering sob, which frightened me so badly in the stillness of the apartment that I instinctively threw a hand over my mouth. Then my other one went up, and I buried my face in my hands as the sobs just started coming. One after the other shook my shoulders, and with my face still covered I ran blindly through the empty apartment, not even bothering to close the door.
 
   And the apartment was empty. Completely. I wouldn’t have been sure I even existed anymore if it weren’t for the pain that devoured every fiber of my being. Now I was just a walking, breathing suit of agony. There was nothing left of me. Maybe if I even cried long enough I’d dry out, then I’d just wither up and fade away. I couldn’t think anymore through the pain, and when I collapsed onto my bed I couldn’t even feel the cellphone in my hands.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Vic.” I couldn’t hold the phone either, it was just lying there on the bed, Victoria’s voice a distance mumble. I could barely even talk through the weeping.
 
   “Jordan? What’s wrong? What happened?”
 
   “I need you,” was all I got out, and I hardly managed that as it was broken by a sharp intake of breath.
 
   “I’ll be right there. Are you at the apartment?”
 
   I sniffled and tried to breathe, but it only succeeded in supplying air for more sobs. “Yeah.”
 
   The phone clicked after that and I lay there, face buried in my pillow and biting it every so often to keep from screaming with misery. After a few minutes a thought consumed me through the emptiness I was feeling, and it was so pressing I sat up. Still bawling I went to the desk and grabbed the first piece of paper I could find, and then I just started writing. It turned out to be a letter, and by the end of it I’d been scribbling so fast it cramped my hand. I sat there looking at it, and then dabbed off the few tears that had dropped onto the paper, careful not to smudge any of the ink.
 
   After that I lied back down, face once again buried as I continued to let it out. Victoria came in shortly after. I could hear her calling for me when she found the front door wide open.
 
   “J?” Her voice was getting closer. “Jordan?” She was at my bedroom door now, and when she saw me lying on my bed, motionless except for the shaking of my shoulders, she rushed over and knelt on the floor, hands running over me worriedly. “Oh my God, Jordan. Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?”
 
   I shook my head, and through sniffling I managed to look up at her for a split second before my vision was blurred by a fresh flow of tears. “She took him.”
 
   She didn’t need me to say anything else. Her eyes grew watery too, but she wouldn’t cry. She’d stay strong for me, just like she always did. She pushed herself onto the bed to lie beside me. I couldn’t find the strength to turn around and face her, so when I didn’t move she wrapped an arm around my torso and inched forward. Her cheek rested on the top of my head, and I grabbed the arm she’d wrapped around me between my own, hugging it tight to my chest. When I was calmed enough I would explain it all to her, but right now she knew this was what I needed. And she lay there with me until my sobbing turned to whimpering, and eventually I was so exhausted I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   Do you remember that one Sunday? I had to be about seven, and before church you guys got into a fight about money. I think it was about how much to tithe. One of my friends down the street, her parents had just gotten a divorce. I started crying because I was so afraid you would split up. Dad, you sat me on your lap and Mom, you used the hem of your dress to wipe the tears from my eyes. I even remember Mom started crying too, and seeing her sad made me cry even harder. You both reassured me that you’d always love each other, and you’d always love me.
 
   Was that day a lie? I cried so hard we were late for church, but it’s still one of my favorite memories. I felt so safe, so lucky to have parents like you. You gave me what I needed. Comfort. Stability. It wasn’t at all like when he hurt me. You weren’t there then. We never talked about it, like it didn’t happen. I know you just wanted to forget, we all just wanted to forget, but I was only a kid. No one helped me heal. I didn’t know how to feel about it. Not like I know now.
 
   I feel betrayed, and that betrayal has left me with a pain I can’t even begin to describe. But my heart breaks every day. Anytime I’ve ever needed you, you haven’t been there, not like that Sunday. I didn’t stop existing the day I graduated high school. Didn’t stop needing the people who promised they’d always love me. Didn’t stop experiencing life and things that would have brought me so much joy if I could have shared them with you.
 
   That little kid is still with me. That scared, vulnerable, tender little kid. What he did to me didn’t make me who I am, and I could never cause a pain like that. Not to my little brother, not to anyone. And the fact that I’m a lesbian never changed the reality that I still need you, and I’ll never stop. It’s not too late. I just wish I could show you I’m still your little girl. Wish you’d give me a chance.
 
   I love you anyway, and always,
 
   Jordan
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   January 12
 
    
 
   The buzzer for the end of my last game sounded, and I let it ring just long enough for everyone to hear it before I flicked the switch off with urgency. Every time the buzzer sounded the deep, gravelly ringing grated painfully against my ears. Everything hurt lately. Getting out of bed hurt. Swallowing food hurt. My chest was in constant pain. Every sight, every sound was excruciating. The past week I hadn’t even been able to look people in the eyes for fear they’d see the emptiness inside me and try to show some sympathy.
 
   Sympathy was the last thing I wanted from anyone. Sympathy was bullshit. Just people acknowledging something they can’t change, telling you everything will be okay when they could never comprehend what’s wrong in the first place. When they can turn around and go back to their happy little lives and forget all about your own pain.
 
   As I got to the front desk to turn in the score sheet I could see Taylor out of the corner of my eye, and I knew she was watching me. I hadn’t even seen those bright brown eyes this past week. I kept skating with her, if you call half-heartedly cruising after her while she maintained the puck ‘skating.’ Taylor was the person I especially didn’t want to be able to see the pain in my eyes. For one, I wanted to spare her from the desolation of my mood. If there was one person in this world who I wanted to be happy even if I couldn’t be, it was her. For another, I still had these irresponsible feelings for her. The thing that would succeed in truly killing what was left of me would be her knowing about what happened, and deciding she wanted nothing to do with my issues.
 
   Taylor got up from the front desk to go put on her skates, knowing I’d still meet her on the rink once I grabbed my gear out of the car. After I finished putting the paper in its designated folder I trudged outside. I’d been so weak lately I could barely even lift the bag to my back. I couldn’t be sure whether it was because I could barely eat, or if it was simply because I could hardly find the strength to do much of anything these days, but either way I almost buckled beneath the weight of the bag. I was moving so slow it probably took a good fifteen minutes for me just to walk to the locker room and tie my skates.
 
   When I finally made it onto the rink Taylor was winding up for a slapshot, but upon seeing me she stopped, and instead of shooting she coasted over to me with the puck. She lined up at center rink while I stood between her and the net. My eyes were locked onto her skates, the safest place for me to look since I couldn’t meet her eyes with my own, but she wasn’t making a move to start play.
 
   Assuming she only wanted confirmation I bent over into position. “I’ll just chase, I guess,” I said flatly, glancing from her wheels to the puck.
 
   Another few seconds passed before I thought I heard her give a soft sigh, and then her feet started moving. I turned as she whizzed past me, the only effort I made to stop her was tapping the bottom of her stick with my own. It didn’t do much so I pushed forward a little, though she was already at the net and took a shot, which sailed through the obstacle perfectly. She scooped the puck out of the net and skated back to center rink, where I was still standing, so I turned so she could start the play again.
 
   She hesitated once more, and when I refused to look at her she cleared her throat expectantly. I knew what she wanted. If I was just going to stand there while she skated by then she might as well be skating by herself.
 
   “I’ll try, I promise,” I said without taking my eyes off her laces.
 
   A second later she took off again, and since I made a promise I actually did chase after her this time. I stayed on her, repeatedly tapping her stick with my own and occasionally taking a swipe at the puck. Normally she messed around with me, stopped skating and used her stick to maneuver the puck around me from a standstill. And usually it made me laugh because she was so good I couldn’t even get the puck from her if she wasn’t skating. She tried it at the beginning of the week though, and instead I’d stood there, waiting for her to start skating with it again. I didn’t have to look at her then to know she was disappointed, I knew she liked being playful with me. Ever since Monday, and knowing my mood hadn’t improved, she’d taken the hint and simply skated around with the puck while I tried to get it.
 
   It took her near a minute and a half to score this time, and then we went back to the center circle to start again. Ten more minutes of the same routine passed before I could hardly catch my breath. It had to be because I wasn’t eating as much that I was so weak. I usually lasted at least half an hour before Taylor wore me out.
 
   “I need a break,” I mumbled after she scored a last time, and made my way toward the benches.
 
   When I got there I dropped my gloves and stick on the rink and pushed myself up to sit on the edge of the boards, my feet dangling over the side. I was breathing pretty heavily, and while I stared at the floor Taylor’s skates came into view, stopping a bit in front of me to take a break too. She didn’t need it, I couldn’t even hear her breathing, but I knew she’d wait for me to recover.
 
   “Jordan?”
 
   It had been quiet for about a minute, so when I heard Taylor’s voice it didn’t click at first. When it did register my heart skipped a little, if only from the surprise of it. The first non-painful thing I’d felt all week. But that was it, just that small skip and the pain returned, and I still couldn’t even look at her. When I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge her I watched her skates take her forward, and then her stick and gloves fell to the rink beside mine.
 
   She was standing in front of me now, and her fingers settled beneath my chin and then gently pushed it up until my face was level with hers. She dropped her hand, but she kept waiting there, staring at me until I finally gave her what she wanted and met her gaze. “What’s wrong?”
 
   Something about the way she was acting caused the pain in my chest to multiply, like picking a fresh scab, and I wanted so badly to look away. She was watching me the way Victoria always did when she worried, with that caring, concerned look. As if my own heartbreak hurt them too. And Taylor cared. She cared enough to ask me verbally, to finally speak to me voluntarily. She cared enough to go against her own nature and break down her own defensive barrier for my wellbeing.
 
   It was her concern that made me want to break down and tell her everything, but the fear of my feelings for her that prevented me from doing so. I stared at her for a minute, battling with myself over what to do or say. She was making such an effort that I had to say something. “I uh,” I started, still unsure. Plus there was the pain in my chest that threatened to boil over should I actually talk about it, and I really didn’t want her to see me cry. “Something really important to me got taken, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get it back.” Even that was hard to say.
 
   Taylor nodded thoughtfully. It was clear she knew I didn’t want to talk about it, and she didn’t look like she would press the issue. Instead of asking anything else she reached for my hands, delicately trying to pull me off the boards.
 
   “I’m still tired,” I protested weakly, giving a little resistance. I didn’t mind her touch, but I wasn’t ready to be pulled back into skating yet. Really, I just wanted to sleep until the pain was gone, no matter how long it took.
 
   She shook her head. “Hug me,” she responded quietly.
 
   The soft instruction caught me off guard, and I had to study her for a few seconds to see if she was serious. Victoria had been hugging me more frequently since last weekend too, and the extra affection never helped. I doubted even a hug from Taylor would succeed in making me feel better. She seemed sure about it though, whether it would help or not, and I couldn’t deny even through my melancholy that being close to her sounded nice. Taylor still had my hands, but since I was taking so long to respond to the offer she let them go and stepped even closer.
 
   She was standing between my legs now, so close that the toes of her skates were against the boards, and when I didn’t protest the distance she wrapped her arms around my waist. She lifted me just enough to carefully pull me off the boards, and as she set me down I slid my arms around her neck. Now that I was returning the embrace and was stable on my own feet, she gained the confidence to pull me closer. Taylor held me so tight that her arms curled all the way around my body. So tight that I was enveloped in her warmth, and I couldn’t keep from returning the strength of the hug so that I was practically clinging to her.
 
   I was so used to affection from Victoria that it rarely did much for me, but I was completely unprepared for the wave of emotion that ran through me at being close to Taylor. Maybe it was because I had feelings for her, maybe it was because she was acting so caring and sensitive, but I felt the pain inside me threaten to pour out. I wanted to let it go. Wanted to release it and get it out, but I wasn’t ready to give Taylor that much, and despite her concern and the hug, I didn’t know if she even wanted to receive it.
 
   So I just buried my face in the crook of her neck, and when I inhaled my senses were flooded with her scent. That comfort, the comfort of her arms, combined with my hurt and the terrifying feeling of stability in something irresolute, it almost caused me to lose control. I pulled my face away from her neck to wipe away the one tear that had managed to push through, refusing to let Taylor see it. I had to let her go. I didn’t want to pull away, but she was poking holes in my floodwall, and I didn’t know how much longer the dam would hold.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, finally and reluctantly releasing her.
 
   When she let me go and I pulled completely away she gave a small smile in response. Silent once again, her moment of complacent affection was over. The only hint of it left was the glimmer of worry still in her eyes. Deep down, a part of me wished I had the spirit to act on my feelings, to find out just how much Taylor cared about me. I just couldn’t. Now the misery overrode my fear, but both prevented me from admitting my feelings to her.
 
    
 
   January 14
 
    
 
   “Oh we’re here!” Erin bounced in the driver’s seat as the hotel we’d be staying at came into view.
 
   We’d been on the road since four o’clock in the morning, so most of the girls had been sleeping the entire drive. That included Victoria, whose head was resting on my shoulder. At Erin’s announcement I shook my arm to wake her up, and pointed at the hotel to let her know we’d arrived. Erin parked the SUV in the lot, and all seven of us in the vehicle staggered out, sore from the long drive, and made our way into the building. While Victoria went to check in I figured I might as well grab our stuff from the back of Holly’s truck, so I strode back outside to where she’d parked.
 
   All the hockey gear was packed away on the bottom. Our entire luggage was stowed on top of that, and it was pretty easy to find mine and Victoria’s stuff. Victoria’s was a small suitcase, so I dragged that behind me on its wheels while I threw my duffle bag over my shoulder and walked back into the lobby. Victoria had been one of the first to check in, and she already stood by the elevator waiting for me while Charlie and Morgan went out to grab their stuff.
 
   The elevator took Victoria and I up to the fifth floor. When we got off we veered to the right, and then made a left at an intersecting hallway. The hallway went off in both directions, left and right, and our room was a few doors down from there. While Victoria pulled the cardkey out of the paper envelope the receptionist had put it in, a door down the opposite end of the hallway opened up, and Taylor walked out. I hadn’t asked Taylor where she was staying at or when she’d be leaving for the tournament, but it was a nice surprise to know that she was not only at the same hotel as us, but also on the same floor. Guess Victoria was right when she said the hotels in the area were so booked for the tournament there weren’t a lot of options.
 
   When Taylor saw Victoria and I her lips turned up into a grin, and she waved happily. Still unable to show much excitement for anything, I managed to give her a small smile and wave in return.
 
   “Hey, Taylor.” Victoria waved and propped open our door with her foot. “You heading to the rink?” Taylor paused at the hallway the elevators were down and nodded. “Oh cool, we’ll see you there then.” With that Taylor waved goodbye to us and continued toward the elevators.
 
   I followed Victoria into the room, and we both set our stuff on top of the farthest bed from the door, the one we’d be sharing for the night. After that Victoria sat on the edge of it while I stood there and glanced around the room. I could feel her watching me, and I didn’t really want to talk since I knew what she was thinking, but after a minute of her not letting up, I finally met her eyes with my own.
 
   “What?” I asked, my voice quiet and hollow.
 
   She seemed to think about it for a minute, obviously unsure of exactly what to say. “You don’t look too good…”
 
   As if her statement reminded me of how weak I’d been feeling, I pulled out a chair at the small table near our bed and collapsed into it. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Have you been sleeping?” she asked softly. Ever since last weekend she’d been so careful about what she’d say to me, like I was delicate and might shatter if she even spoke to loud.
 
   I set my elbow on the arm of the chair and propped my head up in my hand, looking at her blankly. “That’s all I do.”
 
   I’d never been much of a morning person, but I was almost always up before ten. Lately, and since we were still on winter break, I wouldn’t get out of bed until I had to leave for work around four in the afternoon. Jamie had been trying to get me up, telling me sleeping wasn’t going to fix anything. I’d just started locking my bedroom door.
 
   Victoria watched me for another few seconds before changing the subject. “School starts Monday.” I simply nodded, spared from having to carry on more meaningless conversation because the lock in the door clicked, and Charlie and Morgan walked in.
 
   Morgan threw her suitcase onto the other bed and eyed the miniature refrigerator that sat beside the entertainment center, striding over a moment later to open it. “What no mini bar?” She flung the refrigerator door closed disappointedly.
 
   “Oh, I saw a restaurant in the lobby,” Charlie told her enthusiastically. “I bet there’s a bar in it.”
 
   “You guys ready to go?” Victoria asked, pushing herself off the bed. “First game is in an hour.”
 
   When Charlie and Morgan nodded we all made our way to the elevator to meet the rest of the team downstairs. After all of us had gathered we jumped into the two cars and headed to the rink. This rink was huge, and I could already tell from the size of it that this would be the biggest tournament I’d played in so far. There were two stories to this facility, with a good-sized restaurant and narrow, glass-encased seating areas on the second floor above every rink for overhead viewing, like a skybox. There were four rinks in total, each of them wider by a few feet than the ones I was used to at home. Two of the rinks, on the entire spectator side of them, were completely glass from the top of the boards to the bottom. At the last couple tournaments I’d played there were teams from nearby states like Arizona and Nevada, but when we walked in I saw jerseys from as far as the east coast.
 
   Victoria must have seen me staring wide-eyed in shock at the size of the tournament, because she laughed and pulled me toward the locker room while she explained. “The tourneys are going to keep getting bigger until later this year. That’s when nationals are. Until then, we need to keep qualifying, so put your game face on.”
 
   She smiled and nudged me playfully, but I wasn’t ready to laugh yet. “Nationals?”
 
   “Yep.” She nodded. “Canada, Japan, Brazil, Australia, you name it. It’s going to be here this year, because… this place is huge.”
 
   “And our sponsor chose us?” I asked sarcastically.
 
   Victoria giggled, grinning a little too wide for how not-funny my teasing was. I guess she was just glad I’d made some kind of comment. “Hey, we’re better than you think we are. You just keep comparing us to the Misconducts. They almost always win it, by the way.”
 
   Once we got to the locker room all of us put on our gear. We had to be ready for the game early just in case there was a mercy – when one team gained an eight-goal lead over another – at which point the game ended no matter how much time was left and the next one started. Since we were ready early we sat in the bleachers of the rink we’d be on next to watch the game that was going on. It was the Misconducts playing against some team from Pennsylvania, and halfway through the first period they were winning one to zero. By the end they’d won by two goals, and then it was our turn to head onto the rink.
 
   These games seemed to go by quick since there were only two periods per game, and instead of being fifteen minutes like normal they were only twelve minutes long. Despite the fact that the games were shorter, I wasn’t in the best shape to be playing. In the short-term circumstances of the game I wore out fast, though fortunately our coach was keeping the shifts short. In the long run, by the time we’d played our second game of the day a few hours later, I’d already lost all the stamina I had. I guess Victoria was right that the team was better than I gave them credit for, because even though I was probably doing more harm than good at this point, we managed to scrape by with two wins.
 
   Sure we’d won the last two games, but when I stepped out on the rink for the third and final game of the night, I was frustrated with myself. I knew I wasn’t in the best emotional state, but it was physically affecting me more every day, and the fact that I wasn’t playing great during an important tournament grated on my nerves. It was like a vicious cycle, because the more frustrated I got the harder I pushed myself, the harder I pushed myself the more exhausted I became, which just led to more frustration.
 
   My exhaustion got so bad that I was on the rink waiting for a pass in a position that could potentially lead to a breakaway and a goal, and when I finally got the pass I messed up. I received the puck, then went to pull a simple move that I’d done a thousand times around the other team’s defender, but I was moving slow, and she slapped it away far too easily. Then I’d started turning to go after her and try to recover the puck, but as I turned I couldn’t find the strength to pick up my feet enough. My right front wheels got caught on my left skate, and I made myself do a face plant.
 
   It didn’t hurt my body so much as it hurt my ego, but Victoria noticed how badly I was doing. When the coach called ‘switch’ shortly after that, she followed me onto the bench.
 
   “J, have you been eating?”
 
   I was standing in front of the bench, leaning with my arms resting on the boards and panting for air. At her question I turned my head and gave her a glare so fierce she visibly winced. I didn’t mean to take it out on her, but I was aggravated, and she didn’t need to point out the reasons I was skating like shit when I already knew that was why.
 
   “I had some cereal this morning.”
 
   “At four o’clock? Before we left?” she asked in shock, and then her voice took on a worried but scolding tone. “Jordan, it’s eight-thirty at night. Why didn’t you get something before the game?”
 
   “Stop,” I begged quietly. “I don’t need to hear it right now.”
 
   Victoria sighed and shook her head disappointedly, but instead of pressing the matter she sat down. The game ended shortly after that in a tie, and everything went by in a burned out blur as we took off our gear and drove back to the hotel. Morgan and Charlie showered first, and after I got out I collapsed backward onto the bed while Victoria got in.
 
   “Hey,” Charlie’s face appeared cheerfully above mine. “We’re going to the restaurant in the lobby with Holly, Linda, and Erin. Want to come?”
 
   I was drained, but the only thought that occurred to me at her offer was, God, I could use a drink. I nodded, used what little energy I had left to push myself off the bed, and made my way to the bathroom. I cracked the door just enough so Victoria would be able to hear me. “I’m going downstairs with Morgan and Charlie. Want to meet us there?”
 
   It was quiet for a few seconds except for the splashing of the shower while Victoria thought about it. “No, I’m pretty tired.”
 
   After responding with a simple ‘okay,’ I closed the door and followed Morgan and Charlie downstairs. Our other teammates were already there with a table, though it was late enough that there were few people still in the restaurant. They greeted us excitedly as we sat down with them, and I picked up a menu while they chatted. Food had been the least fulfilling thing to me this past week, and I wasn’t even sure if I could stomach any now. Regardless, I needed fuel, because I didn’t know if I would survive one more game tomorrow without eating a real meal. I had to try.
 
   When the waiter came around and took everyone’s orders I was the last to go, and he looked at me expectantly. “I’ll just take a burger combo, and a margarita. Double, please.”
 
   “Oh, a margarita sounds good,” Holly mused, grinning at the waiter. “I’ll have one too.”
 
   The food didn’t take too long to get to us, and I’d barely finished half my burger when I ordered another drink. It wasn’t just that I really felt like I needed the alcohol, but it helped my appetite too. As I sat there, quietly listening to my teammates talk about the games and all the drama of who’d taken dirty hits, I managed to finish the entire burger and all the fries that came on the side. A few of the girls wanted dessert, so while they were waiting for it I decided what the hell, and ordered a third drink. Charlie also decided that we needed to toast, so when the dessert came she ordered shots for the table.
 
   Two and a half hours, and four strong drinks later my teammates were ready to turn in for the night, but I let them go up without me. I knew better than to use alcohol for fulfillment, and I hated to admit it, but it warmed my core and numbed the pain in my chest. Maybe I couldn’t really feel my lips either, but at least I was a happy drunk, and didn’t feel a lead brick in my stomach anymore. Now it was just a burger there.
 
   When my teammates left I sat at the bar, where I ordered another drink and watched the NHL game on the flat screen TV above my head. I’d lost track of time, and drinks, while I sat there absentmindedly watching the game, and what seemed like thirty minutes later Victoria appeared beside me. She was in her pajamas, and I wasn’t even sure if I was imagining her or not until she scowled at me angrily.
 
   “Jordan, do you know what time it is? It’s almost one-thirty.” She eyed the glass in front of me. “We have to be at the rink at eight o’clock tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” I slurred, waving her off. “I’ll be there.”
 
   “How many drinks have you had?” She reached for my glass and grabbed it, setting it behind her where I couldn’t reach.
 
   I wasn’t sure whether she wanted to know how many drinks or the equivalent of how many shots, so I stared up at the ceiling for a minute while I thought about it. “I don’t know. Like… maybe twelve.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, Jordan.” Victoria’s jaw dropped, and she shook her head at me. “Did you at least eat something?”
 
   “Oh yeah!” I said excitedly. “I had a burger. Just ask him.” I threw a finger toward the bartender. He shrugged when Victoria looked at him. It might have been a different guy who’d served at our table.
 
   “Okay, let’s go,” she said, reaching for one of my arms to put around her neck and support me.
 
   “Last call,” the bartender said in a bored tone to the only two people still around, some middle-aged guy on the opposite side and I.
 
   “Oh, right here.” I waved an eager hand at him, which Victoria instantly pushed down.
 
   “Absolutely not. She’s closing out,” she told him, and he went to the register where he was already holding my debit card. “Jordan, that guy over there is looking at you like he’s already got you in his room.” She nodded toward the guy on the opposite side of the bar. “Let’s go.”
 
   “Pfft.” I waved off the statement as she took my card from the bartender and signed the receipt for me. Then she put my arm around her shoulders to lead me to the elevators. “He couldn’t get me even if I had six more drinks and he was a billionaire!” I laughed, maybe a little too loudly.
 
   Victoria didn’t say anything else while she took me to the elevators, and when we got on I threw my other arm around her in a sloppy hug. “You’re such a good friend. You know that?” I slurred.
 
   “I know.” She rubbed my back, her voice soft. If I were sober I’d know she’d have a stern talking with me tomorrow. “You’re going to be okay.”
 
   The elevator doors opened up to our floor and Victoria offered me an arm for support, but I waved her forward. “After you, my lady.”
 
   She got off and I followed her out, down the hall toward our room. When we got to the intersecting hall, however, I made sure she wasn’t looking and silently stumbled off in the opposite direction. It took a few seconds before she realized I was no longer behind her.
 
   “Jordan?” I was almost at my target, but I turned to lean against the wall and look at her. She was probably fifty feet down the hall by now. Then she realized whose room I was heading to. “Jordan, don’t you dare.” She took a step toward me, only making me take a clumsy step backward. “Don’t be stupid, you’ll regret it.”
 
   She tried to reason with me as she took another step forward, making me take another back while I watched her closely. She was tense, and the second she took off running to catch me I instantly turned and knocked on the door.
 
   “Jordan, just walk away.”
 
   My heart was beating fast as I waited for the person inside to answer, but I was giggling at Victoria. I felt mischievous. Excited. Like this was game and she couldn’t catch me. She’d panicked when I knocked, and now she stood behind the corner of the elevator hallway, peeking out and watching me.
 
   “It’s not too late,” she called desperately.
 
   I ignored her and knocked again. A moment later, under the crack of the door I could see the lights flick on, and then Taylor opened up. She seemed a little surprised to see me, but the shock faded once she took in my condition. I was leaning against the opening to her room for support, and I bet I was grinning goofily, my eyes squinting through the blur of intoxication. She was wearing pajamas, a small pair of black boxer shorts and a long white tank top. I’d seen her wear tank tops before, but never had I seen her wear short shorts. She was showing so much skin, and I felt my eyes do a shameless up-down over her body.
 
   I didn’t say anything. I just stood there, the both of us looking at each other, until she finally opened the door a little wider, motioning for me to come in. I pushed myself off the wall and staggered into the room, not even bothering to look back at Victoria. As I passed Taylor I giggled that she was wearing a hat.
 
   “Did you put this on just to answer the door?” I asked, swiping it off her head and putting it backwards onto my own. She rubbed her eyes tiredly while she closed the door behind me. “I just got to warn you in case you didn’t notice,” I started, plopping onto the bed in the middle of the room. “I’m hammered. So if I say anything embarrassing I’m sorry, and you got to remind me later, because I am definitely not going to remember this tomorrow.” Taylor nodded and remained near the door, watching me with an unfamiliar look in her eyes, and I could tell she didn’t know how to act or what to do.
 
   After a few moments of sitting there a sudden wooziness came over me. The room spun a little, and at a queasiness in my stomach I pushed myself off the bed. “I’m going to be sick,” I warned quietly, and did a stumbling sprint into the bathroom.
 
   There went my dinner, and after that was wasted I continued to throw up fluids. While I knelt there I felt the hat lifted off my head, and a second later Taylor pulled my hair back and sat at the edge of the bathtub, holding my long blonde locks in her one hand while the other settled soothingly on my back. She held my hair for a couple minutes while I continued to relieve my stomach, and only when she was sure I was finished did she let go and stand up. I was spitting, trying to get the putrid taste out of my mouth, and when I stood to wipe it with some toilet paper Taylor was handing something to me.
 
   It was a blue toothbrush with a glob of white paste on the bristles. I was drunk, but I still had the sense to know whose it was. “I can’t use your toothbrush.” I wasn’t afraid of germs. I just didn’t want to use it after I’d vomited. Then she’d probably think about me being sick every time she went to brush her teeth.
 
   “It’s okay,” she assured me with a small and comforting smile, and she held it further out to me.
 
   “You’re so nice!” I slurred happily, taking it from her.
 
   She seemed to chuckle a little as she grabbed the hat off the sink and put it back on my head, then she made her way out of the bathroom. I brushed my teeth, glad to have the disgusting taste out of my mouth, and stumbled back to the main area of the room. Taylor was already on the bed, leaning back against the headboard and staring tiredly at the blankets.
 
   “That’s why you have to remind me tomorrow. Then I can say sorry for real,” I told her, talking about my throwing up, and threw myself onto the bed headfirst. I bounced a little and then sat up, crossing my legs beneath me and facing Taylor from the spot beside her. “When’s your first game tomorrow?” Instead of answering she reached over and pushed a button on the alarm clock, showing me what time she was waking up. “Five-fifteen?” I asked in shock. “That’s so early! It’s okay though,” I slapped her chest playfully, “you’re so good you don’t need sleep.” If I had a shred of sober decency in me I’d leave and let Taylor get some sleep, but I was so far gone at this point I couldn’t even be sure my sentences were coming out half as coherent as I thought they were.
 
   “Is this the only hat you brought?” I asked, readjusting the black cap on my head. Taylor nodded. “Wow, and you’re letting me wear it!” She laughed. “Do you always wear hats to cover this?” I pointed to the scar on the left side of her forehead. In my drunken state the questions just came, and I didn’t care to filter them. Taylor studied me for a second while her own hand went to the scar, and then she nodded. “It’s not that bad,” I reassured her. “It’s actually kind of sexy. It makes you look like a badass.” If I also had half a mind I’d stop myself, I’d shut the fuck up and go to my own room. But things just kept coming out. “So does the tattoo. You know what else is kind of sexy? Your voice.”
 
   It was obvious Taylor wasn’t sure if she should really be sitting here while I admitted all these things to her, but there was also a sly smirk on her face, and she was clearly amused. “Why do you have your own room? I’m sharing with Victoria and Charlie and Morgan so we can save money. Are you rich or something?” I was so easily sidetracked because my intoxication made it difficult to focus. And was it just me, or was I talking really fast?
 
   “I have nightmares.”
 
   I hadn’t expected her to answer, and the fact that she’d said a couple things to me already sparked another thought. “Are you just talking to me because you know I won’t remember it tomorrow?” Taylor looked at me, but a second later her eyes fell. She wouldn’t answer that question, even if she’d answer all my others. “Did you know that I like you?” She looked back up at me, and I gave a sloppy grin that I’d regained her attention. “Yeah, I have like the biggest crush on you. I even had a sex dream about you once.”
 
   Taylor’s eyes grew wide at that last statement, and those adorable freckles on her cheeks disappeared behind the darkest blush I’d ever seen. “Oh, don’t be shy,” I told her, pushing her arm teasingly. “Are you ever going to tell me how come you never talk?”
 
   Taylor was quiet for a few seconds as she glanced from me to the blankets. Even though it seemed like it, I wasn’t really waiting for her to answer. My brain just needed a short break.
 
   “Maybe someday,” she said haltingly, eyeing me carefully. “If you ask me when you’re sober.”
 
   My tongue was a little tired and my mind was working slowly, so I took another few moments to rest them. During that time my eyes fell along Taylor’s body, and when I looked back up to her face she was blushing again. Who knew my being so shameless would have this effect on her? “Am I making you nervous?” I laughed, my voice taking a flirtatious tone as I noticed for the first time that our proximity was dangerous when the one of us who was admittedly attracted to the other was plastered. She had to be scared I was going make a move.
 
   “Yeah.” Taylor’s bright brown eyes scanned my face, running slowly over my own eyes, then down to my lips, and back up as she gave a light chuckle, clearly knowing what I meant by asking. “A little.”
 
   “Why?” I snorted with laughter, though it really wasn’t that funny, and leaned forward with interest. “Do you like me?” I couldn’t help the fact that when I asked my eyes looked her over once more, lingering a little longer at her chest. Shameless.
 
   When I looked back up at Taylor my eyes met hers again, and she was watching me thoughtfully. Then, without further warning she leaned forward, and her lips landed on mine. It was a short peck, more of a test at my reaction, and afterward she pulled away just enough to gauge my expression. Even drunk me was shocked. This whole time I hadn’t thought Taylor really had feelings for me, and then this. It was definitely more of an answer than I was looking for, but I couldn’t say I was disappointed. Quite the opposite actually, and so I leaned my forehead against hers to let her know I wanted more, and she complied by kissing me again.
 
   Her lips were soft and gentle. And patient. She was being so patient. Clearly not trying to push it too far, but even in my mental state I could sense a tension, like it was hard for her to hold back. But the movement of her lips against mine, her delicate taste, I didn’t want her to hold back, and my desire was fueled by the fact that at the moment I had no inhibitions. So I slid a hand behind her head, tangling my fingers in her hair while I scooted closer and ran my tongue along her bottom lip, seeking access. She seemed to hesitate at first by putting her hand on my arm. I was scared she was going to stop me, but she gave up so easily, and parted her lips.
 
   Now that my tongue had unlimited admission, I took my hand away from her head and slid it down the side of her neck to the top of her chest. It rested there for a minute, my thoughts distracted by the feel of her heartbeat. It was beating fast and hard, a staccato of excited pulses against my palm, and it only succeeded in getting me more riled up. I would blame it on the alcohol, and it was partly to blame since it left me with no self-control. Really though, my sexual attraction to Taylor had been growing by the day, and now I had an excuse to act on it.
 
   I began to drop my hand lower, but the moment she realized what I was going for she gently grabbed my wrist and pulled away from the kiss. “Jordan…” When she let my hand go I backed up from her a bit, slightly disappointed. She looked like she wanted to verbally say ‘no,’ but she didn’t need to. Her protest had been enough to stop me.
 
   “You don’t want to?” I slurred, my voice more despairing than I’d meant for it to sound. Never had I kissed a girl while I was intoxicated that she didn’t want something more from me, and now that I wanted more than ever to give it to Taylor, I couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t let me.
 
   “No, I do,” she said slowly, and one edge of her mouth curled like the idea of her not wanting to was absurd. “But I can’t.” Plus she was blushing again, and she kept glancing at my lips like she really did want to kiss me again. “Not without taking advantage.”
 
   My eyebrows furrowed thoughtfully. I knew she meant because I was drunk and she wasn’t, and maybe she was right. I wanted her, but would sober me really be taking things that fast? Knowing me, most definitely not, because my feelings for her were real.
 
   “Okay,” I sighed, and at that Taylor seemed to sigh as well, relieved I didn’t protest. I adjusted the black hat I was wearing again, changing the subject to distract myself from the fact that I still wanted to kiss her. “This thing is comfy, I can see why you like it.”
 
   Taylor smiled in response, but she seemed to be in deep thought, and a second later she spoke once more. “Jordan, can I ask you something? And please don’t take offense.” She searched my expression as I nodded, and then continued, “why are you drunk? Don’t you have a game at eight in the morning?”
 
   I looked her in her caring brown eyes, and my overwhelming desire to tell her everything resurfaced. With all the liquor in my system, I didn’t have the control not to. “Can I lay on you?” I asked, I would answer her question, but my head was swimming again. “I’m going to tell you a story.”
 
   “Um…” She appeared confused at my request, but she began to inch into a lying position. “Okay.”
 
   When she flattened out with her head propped up on a pillow, I grabbed her left arm and brought it straight across, that way I could lay beside her without it in the way. Then I put my head on her chest and comfortably settled a hand on her stomach. “Can I tell you a secret?” I asked. “But you can’t tell anyone, I only told Victoria.” Really more people than Victoria knew, like my family, but I didn’t have the energy to explain that.
 
   Taylor tossed her right arm over her stomach and next to my hand, and in a moment of distraction I began to trace the shapes of her tattoo. “Only if you’re sure you want to tell me.”
 
   “Yeah, it’s important,” I replied, and I couldn’t really think of any other warning to give her, so I began. “Did you know I liked girls since I was like five?” I started, even though I didn’t expect her to answer. “There was a little girl who lived down the street, and I thought she was so pretty. I just wanted to hang out with her all the time. Then I was six the first time I ever held hands with a girl. It was a different girl, from school this time. Some start young I guess.” I laughed, and I felt Taylor’s chest rise with a silent chuckle.
 
   “My parents always went to church every Sunday, and when I was eight they started going to a thing on Friday nights, for the married people to hang out with other married people.” I shifted uncomfortably, already uneasy about the part of the story that was coming up. But I wouldn’t stop. My walls were down. “My sister, Jamie, she was older than me so my parents let her go to her friend’s house instead of getting someone to babysit. I had to get a babysitter though, because I didn’t have any friends close by. There was a guy they knew through church, my dad had known him since they were kids. He was a good friend and they trusted him to take care of me, but he always used to look at me a certain way, you know?”
 
   I shifted again, getting tenser by the second, but there was a determination inside me that wouldn’t let me stop until I’d told Taylor everything. “Well, so he used to babysit me, and the way he looked at me… well um, he uh…” I choked on the exact words. Fourteen years and I still couldn’t say it, but I could tell Taylor knew what I meant by the way I felt her lift her head to look at me. I couldn’t glance up at her though, couldn’t look her in the eyes, so I continued. “It just started with a touch. It was so subtle I didn’t really know what to think of it at first. No one ever told me what was supposed to be okay and what wasn’t.” I could feel a wetness forming in my sinuses, and I knew tears were soon to follow. “When I didn’t protest, when I didn’t tell anybody, he kept getting bolder. I got so quiet all the time, but nobody noticed I was acting weird. I didn’t know how to tell, or what to say if I did, or if anyone would even believe me. So I kept it to myself.”
 
   I felt the first tear fall then, and as if Taylor could tell, the arm I’d straightened out settled comfortingly over the backs of my shoulders. “Every week for months they sent me over there, and it just kept getting worse and worse. He was so-” I didn’t want to say it, the fear I’d felt all those years ago crept back up even now, but I wanted Taylor to understand. So I choked back a sob. “Rough. Until summer came, and my mom took us to the pool every day. I couldn’t hide the bruises then. I thought the nightmare would be over after that. He was caught. I’d never see him again. Kids don’t know about the kind of damage that does, so I didn’t know how to ask for help. My parents thought sweeping it under the rug would be the best thing for me. Out of sight, out of mind. They never talked to me about it. They didn’t even tell me that he was the one who was wrong, as if I should’ve known it already.”
 
   Taylor’s arm tightened around me, and I sniffled as the affection drew more tears. They were streaming down my cheeks now, so I scooted closer to her. “I couldn’t even look at my own dad after that. Every male voice scared me to death.” I moved my hand to Taylor’s waist, hoping that holding her would bring more comfort. “My parents could tell I wasn’t okay, they knew I was damaged. I guess they didn’t know how to help. Maybe they were just as scared as I was. It took so long for me to recover on my own. I can’t honestly say it doesn’t affect me anymore, but it doesn’t haunt me at all like it used to.
 
   “I always knew my parents wouldn’t take it well that I was gay, because they’re religious. I finally had the courage to tell them when I graduated high school. You know what they said when I came out?” I wasn’t looking for a response, and Taylor remained quiet, enduringly letting me get it all off my chest. “They said it was because of him. It was his fault that I couldn’t trust men anymore. He fucked me up, and now I was just a sick pervert. What did they call it? Mentally disturbed.” Taylor’s hand tightened on my shoulder, and I wondered if my story was making her angry, but a second later it loosened and I pressed on. “They kicked me out after that, didn’t want anything to do with me because I refused to get treatment. After all those years, I was finally eighteen, and now they wanted to get me help because I was gay? But I liked girls even before him. I couldn’t let them convince me.”
 
   I sniffled some more, barely noticing that I’d soaked Taylor’s shirt. At my sniffling her right hand found my face, and she used her thumb to carefully wipe away the tears. “They weren’t there when I needed them. Never. I went to live with my sister. My mom was pregnant when they kicked me out. For the sake of getting to know my little brother I tried to go back after he was born, but they didn’t want me anywhere near him.” Now Taylor’s other arm wrapped around me. “Four years went by, until Halloween a few months ago, then Jamie finally got my mom to let her babysit. She brought my brother over so I could finally meet him.
 
   “He’s the cutest little kid I’ve ever seen.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I thought about Justin, but it came out half weeping. “We snuck around so I could spend time with him. It’s strange, but getting to be with him was starting to help me get over my parents’ betrayal. I loved him like we grew up together, like I was helping raise him. But all good things come to an end, right?” I could once again feel Taylor’s head lift off the pillow to look at me, and this time it must have been anticipation. “My mom caught me hanging out with him, and she took him away from me. He was screaming for me, but I couldn’t stop her. And she told me she wouldn’t let me do to my little brother what he did to me, and that if I ever touched Justin again she’d call the police.”
 
   I was quiet for about half a minute, and when Taylor didn’t say anything I almost shouted, “don’t you get it?” I felt her jump a little bit. “She didn’t just take Justin from me. They think what that monster did to me, me being gay, they think it made me just like him. She accused me of hurting my little brother. They think I’d rape him!” That was the first time in my entire life I’d ever said that word, and Taylor flinched again as I said it. But what they’d accused me of cut me so deeply, made me so furious that I couldn’t keep from sobbing violently now. It was so bad I could barely breathe. “How could-” Sob. “They think I’d-” Sharp inhale. “Do that? Why would-” I couldn’t finish my next thought. Didn’t even really know what my next thought was, so I just turned a little and buried my face in Taylor’s chest.
 
   Taylor rolled onto her side, her left arm still under me and her right still wrapped around my torso. “Come here,” she said softly, pulling me deeper into her body until even our legs were intertwined. “I’m so sorry, Jordan.”
 
   Nobody except Victoria had ever seen me cry like this, not even Jamie. But there was a part of me that felt relieved at having told Taylor. I couldn’t be sure because of the liquid warmth in my core, but I felt like maybe Taylor was relieving a bit of the despairing agony I’d been feeling all week. The only problem with that was, in the morning, I wouldn’t remember why.
 
    
 
   January 15
 
    
 
   The roaring of the alarm clock woke me the next morning, and it was so unexpected that I threw off the blankets frantically. It took a few seconds for me to realize it was just the alarm and calm down, and when I did I hit the ‘off’ button and lay back again. It was seven in the morning, time for me to get up and get ready to go to the rink. A moment later it registered that Victoria wasn’t in bed with me. Whose room was I in? I glanced down at my body. Still clothed, there was even an extra article on my head.
 
   I pulled the black hat off my head, and my heart skipped. “Holy shit.”
 
   I was in Taylor’s room. If I didn’t feel so out of it I would’ve been panicking, but the only thought that crossed my mind was, please, don’t let me have fucked this up. Still holding the hat in my hand I pushed myself up and off the bed, teetering a little bit while I gained my balance. Then the headache came on. The single worst hangover I’d had in a long time, maybe even ever. My brain was in so much pain that I was groaning and I couldn’t even hear it, and every inch of my skull was throbbing. It was actually the agony in my head and not the queasiness in my stomach that made me rush into the bathroom. After I flushed I scooped water from the sink faucet into my mouth, swishing and gurgling fiercely to get the taste out.
 
   I strode out of the bathroom and stopped. On my way into it I’d tossed the hat onto the bed, but for some reason I suspected Taylor didn’t bring her entire collection on the trip. Thinking that she might be at the rink completely hatless, I grabbed it off the bed and took it with me out the door. My free hand went to my temples, and I massaged my head the entire short walk to my own room. I didn’t have a key, so when I got there I took my hand off just long enough to knock before I started massaging again.
 
   Victoria opened the door, and at seeing me standing there she glared. “I don’t even know what to say to you right now,” she grumbled, and went back to what she was doing as I walked in.
 
   “Just don’t say anything,” I told her, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “You sound like the Charlie Brown teacher, only like, a million times louder.”
 
   At my teasing she looked up at me, eyes wide with shock at something. “Why are you making jokes? You look like shit, but you don’t look depressed.” Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Did you have sex with Taylor?”
 
   “What the fuck? No!” I said hastily, but then I dropped the defensive tone as I thought about it. “I mean, I don’t think so. I had all my clothes on this morning.”
 
   “You don’t remember last night?” she asked as she finished grabbing all her things and shoved her cellphone into her pocket. She motioned for me to follow her out the door.
 
   “Hold on,” I told her, veering toward the bathroom. “I need to brush my teeth.” When I finished that I followed her out of the room, making sure I had Taylor’s hat with me. “I don’t remember,” I answered her previous question.
 
   “Well, did she say anything this morning?” Victoria asked while we got onto the elevator.
 
   I shook my head. “She was gone already. I think she set an alarm for me.”
 
   “Oh yeah, they had the first game of the day,” she agreed and then sighed, and as the elevator doors opened up we got off. She stopped me before we went any farther, hands on my shoulders so she could make sure I was listening. “Jordan, I know you’ve got a lot going on, but please, don’t ever do that again.”
 
   I didn’t need to ask to know she meant the binge drinking, so I nodded and pulled her into a hug. “I know. I’m sorry.” It had to be the fact that my apology sounded genuine that she didn’t have a tantrum about it.
 
   When I let her go she led me to the area of the hotel where they’d set up for complementary breakfast, and where the rest of our team was already eating. I felt a little too sick to stomach food, but I needed the strength for our games today, and even if it hurt I knew food would help the hangover. Luckily they had fresh hot meals, and I ordered the greasiest breakfast burrito the chef could whip up for me and drank as much water as I could. By the time we got to the rink I was even starting to feel better, and had hopes that today I’d play a lot better than I did yesterday.
 
   After we all made it to the locker room and put our gear on to wait for our first game, I grabbed the hat I still had with me and headed out into the facility. I’d checked the schedule on our way in and knew that Taylor’s first game had already ended. I just had to find her. I checked all the bleachers first to make sure she wasn’t spectating, and when she wasn’t at any of those I coasted to the snack café on the first floor. Sure enough, she was sitting quietly, and hatless, at a table with a few of her teammates while they all talked to each other.
 
   I didn’t feel comfortable going up to her and announcing to her team that I’d spent the night in her room, especially because her team saw me as a rival, so I stood a short distance away until she caught sight of me. It took a minute, but when she finally saw me standing there she smiled and came over.
 
   “Hey, I brought this for you. Thought you might be missing it,” I told her and playfully shoved the hat down onto her head. She grinned appreciatively, but didn’t say anything, as she seemed to be studying me curiously. I was almost nervous to ask, but I had to make sure. “I didn’t, um, do anything embarrassing last night, did I? I can’t really remember.”
 
   At my question Taylor’s expression fell, and she dropped her eyes to the floor. It took a few seconds before she finally shook her head. If I didn’t know any better, I’d want to say she seemed disappointed I didn’t remember.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked, trying not to sound like I was accusing her of lying. She glanced up, holding eye contact as if to convince me, and nodded.
 
   “Becks!” one of her teammates called and waved from their table. “Come on, we’re strategizing.”
 
   “Yeah,” another one called, and at seeing me added, “and no Cyclones allowed.”
 
   Looking back at me, Taylor rolled her eyes and gave a small laugh. She adjusted the hat more comfortably on her head and hesitated for a second, studying my face with a bit of a sad look in her eye before smiling goodbye and turning back to her teammates. I wanted to believe that she was telling me the truth, but deep down I felt she wasn’t being completely honest. Even if I had done or said something embarrassing though, did I really think she’d tell me? That would mean actually having to talk to me. I lingered for a second, staring after her before I left to find Victoria. Still, something told me I should really wish I remembered last night.
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   January 17
 
    
 
   I sat in the scorekeeper’s box on Tuesday night, and my eyes followed Taylor through the glass as she passed my rink for the front desk. She’d been quiet since we got back from the tournament. Not that the fact that she didn’t speak made her loud, but usually her eyes and body language did the talking for her. That’s what had been quieter than usual. When she looked at me there wasn’t the playful sparkle in her eyes there normally was. She seemed distracted. In constant deep thought.
 
   I knew it had to do with the night I couldn’t remember. Something I’d done changed her behavior with me, made her seem cautious. Maybe I’d admitted my feelings for her, and since she didn’t feel the same way she was afraid to be around me, afraid to lead me on. If I’d told her how I felt though, I liked to believe I could be a grown up about it and she could let me down easy. We could at least still be friends that way. But maybe I couldn’t be a grown up about it. The fact that she’d been acting strange was beginning to scare me, especially because of my feelings for her. I’d let myself get too attached, and now she was starting to pull away.
 
   When my last game finished I picked up my score sheet to take it to the front desk. Taylor was at the computer, entering stats from a pile of other score sheets she had in front of her, and she took mine with a smile as I handed it to her. I stood there for a second while she turned back to the computer, but when she realized I wasn’t walking away she looked back, staring up at me from under the bill of her hat.
 
   “So… did you want to skate tonight?” I asked.
 
   She gave another smile, this one apologetic, and picked up the stack of papers to show me, letting me know that she had too much work to do. The same excuse she’d used last night, even though the stack of papers hadn’t gotten any smaller.
 
   “Oh, okay,” I mumbled, trying not to let my disappointment show. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Maybe Taylor really did have a lot of work to do, but deep down I was starting to panic. It had only been a couple days since the tournament, but it already felt like she was avoiding me. I would try again tomorrow, and hopefully she couldn’t find an excuse not to skate with me. Realistically though, it already felt like I’d fucked it up, and I really didn’t want to lose Taylor too.
 
    
 
   January 19
 
    
 
   “Hey, Vic,” I greeted my friend and sat down on the bench in our university’s courtyard.
 
   “Hey.” She shut the textbook she’d been reading. “How was class?” I shrugged, giving an already exhausted sigh. “And how are you?” she added slowly.
 
   I knew what she was getting at. I’d been doing better, eating and back to fifty-percent typical sarcasm, but I still wasn’t completely myself. I shrugged again. “I’m okay, I guess.” She studied me for a few seconds like she was waiting for me to say more, and then she raised an expectant eyebrow. “What do you want me to say? Of course it still hurts.”
 
   “I just wanted you to admit it, that’s always the first step.” She gave a small smile, jesting as gently as she could. “What about Taylor?”
 
   “I think she’s been avoiding me,” I told her honestly, and I didn’t try to hide my disappointment from her. “I just wish I knew what I did wrong.”
 
   “I told you you’d regret it,” she said in a knowing tone. I couldn’t remember her telling me that, but I glared at her anyway. “Just talk to her about it then.”
 
   I gave a frustrated sigh. “You keep forgetting that she doesn’t even talk me. How am I going to ask her if she won’t answer?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe don’t ask her anything. Just make her listen to you,” Victoria said thoughtfully. “Apologize for whatever happened that night. Tell her how you feel, and if you still want to be friends even if she doesn’t feel the same way, then tell her that too.” I opened my mouth to say something, but she held up a finger to stop me. “I know you’re too scared to tell her, but you got to do something, because in a situation like this brooding isn’t going to do anything for you.”
 
   “I hate you,” I grumbled.
 
   Victoria laughed in shock, “why?”
 
   “Because you’re always right.” I couldn’t keep from smirking, just so she knew I was joking. “I get nervous just thinking about it, I don’t know if I can go through with it.”
 
   “You have to,” Victoria said, and gave me a teasing scowl as she threatened, “and if you don’t do it, tonight, I’m going to kick your ass tomorrow. You should be more afraid of me than you are of telling Taylor you like her.” I laughed and rolled my eyes while Victoria stood up and grabbed her book. “I got to go. Get pumped!” She smacked me enthusiastically on the shoulder, and I winced as I tried to rub out the stinging. “Try some positive thinking exercises or something.”
 
   “Yes, Doctor Vic,” I laughed, waving before she left for her next class.
 
   For the rest of the day I thought of telling Taylor about my feelings, and I tried to think positively about it instead of pondering everything that could go wrong. It took quite an effort, but by the time I walked into the rink that night for work, I actually was kind of excited. Albeit, it was a nervous excitement, but I was ready to finally tell Taylor how I felt… in theory. Now I just had to keep from chickening out the second I saw her.
 
   I even got to work forty-five minutes early just so I’d have time to talk to her before my shift, because I didn’t think I could last a few more hours without losing my fervor. Walking through the glass front doors of the rink I glanced toward the front desk and into the office right behind it. Nobody was in that area, so I strolled into the pro shop. I couldn’t see anybody from the entrance, but with a hopeful stride I walked into the storeroom behind the sales counter. No sign of anyone in there either.
 
   “Becks?” I called through the seemingly empty facility as I made my way down the sides of the rinks. I could see Doug on the back rink, skating with a kid and doing a private lesson while the kid’s dad watched from the bleachers. “Mitch?” Eventually I got to the hallway, and stood at the entrance of it. “Marco?”
 
   Travis stuck his head out of his office at my call, smiling while he answered, “polo.” With a greeting wave I hurried over to him. “You’re really early,” he pointed out.
 
   “Yeah, I was actually looking for Taylor,” I told him, leaning against the door of his office.
 
   “Oh, yeah, her and Mitch took off for the day.” He reclined in his chair and rested his ankle on top of his other knee, tensing one corner of his mouth apologetically. “It’s just me and Doug today, but don’t think you guys can get too crazy because the boss man isn’t here.”
 
   I chuckled courteously, but I was disappointed that Taylor wasn’t here, and who knew when she’d be getting back. Travis had made it sound like they’d be gone for a long time. “Do you know where they went?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah, every once in a while they visit a cemetery down in San Diego, so they kind of make a trip out of it.”
 
   “Oh.” I tried not to show my shock at his response, but I couldn’t help but wonder who they were going for. I couldn’t ask Travis though, I felt like it would be inappropriate. “Alright, thanks.” Instead I walked back out and to the front desk.
 
   Now I had more than half an hour before my shift was supposed to start, and nothing to do but sit at the front desk and wait. I couldn’t stop thinking about Taylor, the cemetery, her silence, her avoiding me, and my feelings for her. Through the curiosity and the anticipation of the day my enthusiasm was gone, but maybe, just maybe, I’d be able to get it back tomorrow.
 
    
 
   January 20
 
    
 
   I was striding past the rinks after my last game, heading for the front desk, and at seeing Taylor there my heartbeat was picking up nervously. She was back from San Diego, but it was so much harder to work myself toward telling her my feelings when she was around than it was the day before. I’d start to think I could do it toward the end of scorekeeping a game, and then I’d go to turn in the sheet and I’d see her, and any confidence I had shattered. It definitely didn’t help that she was still acting restrained.
 
   When I finally got to the front desk I walked behind it and to the folder that hung on the wall, where I placed the score sheet. While I was putting it in, Taylor stood up from the computer and began to make her way past me to go somewhere, but as she was going by I heard her voice in my ear. “Follow me.”
 
   I stared after her for a few seconds in shock. I don’t know why it still surprised me when she spoke, seeing as she’d been getting more comfortable with me. Well, before last weekend she’d been getting more comfortable with me. When the instruction finally registered I moved my feet to go after her. Was my moment coming up? My heart was beating wildly now, so I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself. I had to tell her now. Wherever she was taking me and why, I had to work up the nerve. What did Victoria tell me to do? Apologize for whatever happened and then tell her how I feel. The first part seemed easy enough.
 
   Taylor was taking me to her office, and after she went in I closed the door behind us while she sat on the edge of the desk. “You’ve been avoiding me,” I started, turning from the door to face her, speaking before she had a chance to. “And whatever I did wrong that night at the hotel I’m really-”
 
   “I haven’t been avoiding you, and you didn’t do anything wrong,” she interrupted calmly, letting out a soft sigh. “I’ve just been thinking… about if I wanted you to remember that night. And I’m sorry it took so long,” she paused and glanced away nervously, “this is just never the best week for me.”
 
   At first I had to force myself to stay cool and collected. Taylor wasn’t just talking to me. She was starting a conversation. Then I had to force myself to stay focused on what she was saying. “Because you had to go to the cemetery?” I asked. She looked up at me quickly when I said that, clearly surprised and wondering how I knew about it. After a second she nodded, but didn’t say anything else, so I asked, “why wouldn’t you want me to remember?”
 
   Taylor reached up and adjusted the royal blue cap on her head, taking a deep breath and preparing to tell me. “You told me you liked me.”
 
   I felt my cheeks flare, and I buried my face in my hands out of embarrassment. “Shit, I knew it,” I mumbled into my palms.
 
   “There’s more,” Taylor said softly, and waited for me to look at her again before she continued. “You asked me if I felt the same way about you.”
 
   She paused then, watching me as if to see my reaction. I wished she’d just tell me already instead of waiting to make sure I wanted to know. “What did you say?” I asked, nervous at hearing the answer.
 
   “I didn’t,” she shrugged, and then glanced away for a shy moment before her eyes met mine. “I kissed you.”
 
   That shocked me, so much that my jaw dropped, and I even felt my heart skip. Taylor kissed me? And I couldn’t even remember it! That was the one thing I’d been wanting so badly, and I didn’t get to enjoy it.
 
   Even though I was visibly surprised, she didn’t wait any longer to deliver the next part. “Then you told me about your past.”
 
   “Oh my God.” I instinctively threw my hand over mouth, even though it was far too late to do anything about the fact that I’d told her. “What exactly did I tell you?”
 
   “About the first time you held hands with a girl, and what happened when you were eight.” Taylor couldn’t look at me, like she felt guilty she’d let me tell her these things. “Then about your parents, and your little brother.”
 
   I was starting to panic all over again. I’d told her everything. No doubt I bawled my eyes out too. Fuck. This was why she might not have wanted me to remember. I’d let her in, but it was too much for her to handle. It would’ve been easier to let me forget than to break my heart.
 
   “Okay, just, do it fast please,” I begged, preparing myself for the let down, but it already hurt. “You can tell me I’m too screwed up for you, just, please, get it over with already.”
 
   “What? Jordan, no, calm down.” Taylor got up from the desk, and when she got to me she didn’t hesitate to pull me into a hug.
 
   It startled me a little bit, being pulled into her so rapidly, but after the unexpected tension melted away I looked up at her, and I could feel confused and still panicked tears welling up in my eyes. “You still like me?” I asked innocently.
 
   At my question, Taylor’s lips curled into a smile, and her shoulders shook with laughter. I couldn’t help but furrow my eyebrows at her. I didn’t know whether to be confused that my tears brought her a smile or angry that she was laughing at me. “I’m sorry,” she apologized and wiped the smile off her face. “I’m so sorry, it’s not funny. It’s just,” she paused as she looked at me, and her lips turned up again, “the face you made when you asked that was so cute.”
 
   I’d spent so many months with the silent Taylor that I was still kind of bewildered. Not only was she talking to me. She was being affectionate, and she was complementing me. She was so confident.
 
   “Jordan,” she started, but since I still had my arms around her waist she didn’t push me away to talk. “I’m glad you told me. I could never truly understand you if you hadn’t, but I get it now. I get you now. And I can’t help but look at you and think that it makes you more than incredible, because I’ve never met anyone with the kind of strength that you have. Never met anyone as brave.”
 
   “Brave?” I scoffed, pulling away from her now, my tone sarcastic. “I hide my feelings from the world. I drink and go home with strangers on a regular basis.” She didn’t seem surprised by my last statement, and I didn’t really expect her to since even Mitch knew about my ‘reputation,’ but I added anyway, “but not really since I met you. Just so you know.” That made her chuckle. “I couldn’t even tell you how I felt about you because I was so scared of getting hurt. That’s not strength.”
 
   “Being afraid doesn’t make you weak,” Taylor said, her eyes falling on me gently. There was so much compassion in that small glance it was like she was drawing me in again. It made me want to live in her arms.
 
   “What does it make me?”
 
   “I don’t know. It makes you human?” She shrugged. “If you aren’t scared to lose something, then what makes it worth striving for in first place?”
 
   “Then why wouldn’t you want me to remember?” I asked again, the more I thought about it the more I felt hurt that she was thinking of keeping it from me.
 
   “Everyone’s afraid of something,” she admitted, “we just happen to have similar fears.” She never seemed scared of being near me, never nervous, never unsure. Now that she said it, though, it made sense. Who knows how long she’d had feelings for me, but she’d never admitted them either. “If I’m completely honest with you, though, it was also kind of because of everything you told me, but not for the reasons you think.”
 
   That last part frightened me a little bit. If only because I’d felt so reassured there wasn’t a problem with everything I’d told her. “Then what reasons?”
 
   “I wish I could give you a good idea of how much I care about you.” Taylor sighed, and for the first time I could see the fear she was talking about in her eyes. “I haven’t spoken to anyone besides Mitch, like I’m talking to you right now, since I was fourteen. Nine years of silence, Jordan. That’s how much I like you.” She stopped as her eyes searched mine, as she tried to see if I truly understood what she was telling me. I felt like I could understand how much she liked me, even though I couldn’t figure out why she did.
 
   “Then the other night you told me all those things, and you’ve been through so much. You’ve been hurt in ways I could never comprehend, and you don’t deserve to ever be hurt again. It made me so worried. What if I ever did something to cause you pain? That’s… It’s not your fault, but that’s a lot of pressure.” Taylor had already said that she still liked me, and she’d told me how much, but she was starting to make me worry. “I couldn’t stop myself from kissing you, from letting you know I felt the same way. When you didn’t remember it the next day, I was disappointed. I was torn though, too, between wanting you to remember and not wanting to put you in a position to get hurt, even if I couldn’t have what I wanted.”
 
   A single tear broke through before I could stop it. I had no idea Taylor cared this much. I wanted to be upset that she’d even consider not reminding me in the first place, but I couldn’t, not after all this. “But then I see you,” she continued, wiping away the tear on my cheek and then cupping the side of my face in her hand, “and I want you more than anything, and I know I could never hurt you, not even if it killed me.”
 
   Another tear plunged down my cheek, and then another, and Taylor wiped them both away while I met her eyes with my own. “That’s the nicest thing anybody’s ever said to me.”
 
   She laughed and wrapped her arms around me again. “You deserve so much more than that.”
 
   “I just want you,” I admitted shyly, pulling away enough to look at her, but not so far that she had to release her hold on my waist.
 
   “Can I ask you something?” she asked, to which I nodded. “Why me?” At that my eyebrows furrowed. “Most people never last more than a couple weeks before they get bored with me and give up.”
 
   “Um, I don’t know,” I giggled bashfully, not sure how to answer because she still made me nervous. “I just… I look at you, and I see something worth waiting for.” Taylor smiled, her light freckles disappearing behind a blush. “Can I ask you something?” She nodded. “Well, I don’t really remember our first kiss-”
 
   “Say no more.” She grinned before I could even finish asking and exaggeratedly flipped her hat backwards so the bill was out of the way.
 
   I was still giggling when her arms tightened around my waist, pulling me into a kiss. My smile faded as her lips pressed against mine, and the giddy joy I was feeling was instantly replaced by a warmth that spread so fast it made me weak. I threw my arms around her neck, worried my wobbling knees would give out as I deepened the kiss. I felt wave after wave of heat run through my core with every movement of those plush lips, and as if she could feel it in the part of me that was pressed against her, she held me tighter. I was so frenzied by the feel of her, by her taste, that I forgot to breathe, and when she pulled away a minute later I was panting for air.
 
   “Was that better than last time?” I asked between breaths.
 
   “Hm,” Taylor squinted as she thought about it, and then shrugged. “I don’t know, kiss me again.” Her lips met mine once more, and though the kiss was shorter this time, it was no less consuming. By the end I was once again breathing heavily, and I could feel that the heat had reached my face. “You know what,” Taylor started, teasingly running her tongue over her lips. “Yeah, that was better. You don’t taste like liquor.”
 
   “Isn’t that a relief?” I said sarcastically, rolling my eyes with a chuckle. Taylor smiled, but she seemed to be looking at me curiously. “What?”
 
   “Are you blushing?” she asked with a smirk.
 
   “No,” I said hastily, but I couldn’t hide the sheepish tone to my voice. I really wasn’t blushing. It was the heat. I was flushed with excitement, but I didn’t want to admit that to Taylor.
 
   Unfortunately, I underestimated her intelligence, because by the tone of my voice she caught on. “Oh, don’t worry,” she reassured me with a coy smile. “You already admitted you had a sex dream about me.”
 
   “Shut up.” My jaw dropped in disbelief. “I did not tell you that.”
 
   She just waggled her eyebrows at me playfully. “Yeah, you did. Right before I kissed you and you tried to seduce me.”
 
   “Oh my God,” was all I could say while I dropped my head in embarrassment, and now I really was blushing.
 
   A second later I felt myself lifted off the ground, as Taylor had grabbed me by the waist and was spinning me around. “It’s okay,” she reassured me again, setting me down and chuckling.
 
   “You know what,” I said, exaggerating my annoyance as I teased, “we need to get you drunk and see the kinds of things that come out of your mouth.”
 
   Taylor laughed, leaning her back against the wall. “That wouldn’t work.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She held her hands out, and wiggled her fingers before putting them on the wall behind her and looking away shyly. “Because I’m all hands when I drink.”
 
   Taylor had already told me that I’d tried to seduce her, and then there was the sex dream, but the implications of what she’d said made my stomach flutter. So not even admitting my feelings to her would reduce the effect she had on me. As the butterflies settled Taylor pulled herself off the wall. When she got to me she gently pushed my hair behind my ears, and then cupped my face in her hands, looking me seriously in the eyes.
 
   “You’re sure about this, right?” she asked, and I nodded without hesitation. “Even if we take it slow, relationships aren’t always easy.”
 
   “But being with you is,” I shrugged.
 
   Taylor smiled, and I leaned forward to peck her on the lips. I knew relationships weren’t easy. If anything that was an understatement. Relationships were really, really hard. But now that I wasn’t in denial, I could see Taylor’s feelings for me reflected in her bright brown eyes. I could see it in the way she looked at me. She wanted me, she cared about me, and nothing could stop me from being with her now.
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   With a bored sigh I closed my textbook and leaned back in my chair, taking a searching glance around my bedroom. I’d have to leave for work soon, but I couldn’t leave too early. If I got to the rink too early Mitch would just put me to work on something until the first game started. I glanced down at the book again, knowing I should keep studying, but it was too dull. I was on my last four classes this semester, but now the classes weren’t only more difficult, they were also more boring. That fact alone made studying hard.
 
   In my search around for something to distract me, my eyes fell on a picture. It hung on the wall near the other photos of me with Victoria, Jamie, and Cameron. The newest addition was a picture of Justin and I. It was from a couple of months ago. One day when he came over he’d been so excited telling me about a fair my parents took him to. He’d gotten his face painted and he wanted badly to paint mine. We didn’t have any paint around the house, or markers for that matter, but he was so eager to do it that I let him use eyeliner and the juice from some raspberries and blueberries we had in the refrigerator. He thought it was hysterical that I let him color me with food, and by the time Jamie got back to take him home we were both a sticky mess. So she’d taken a picture and had it framed for me.
 
   Looking at it now put a prick of pain in my chest. I couldn’t look away, but even through the sudden and vivid reminder of my heartache, I couldn’t help but smile. Every day with him was fun, but that day had been all giggles, and it was the happy memory that made me smile. I’d gotten to the point where if I was distracted, then losing Justin was a mild weight on my shoulders. Unless I thought about it. If I thought about him, I swiftly learned that not even being with Taylor could push away the reemerging torment. When I was alone it was especially hard not to think about, and more often than not I found myself staring longingly at this picture.
 
   Even though the agony I felt had been getting a little better, I didn’t feel like it was because I was truly recovering from it. It just seemed I was doing again what I’d done my whole life, keep pushing it down until I could tell myself it didn’t hurt. It was definitely tough to do, and because it was still a fresh wound it was hard to control my repression sometimes. I tried not to let it show too much when I was around Taylor. I didn’t want to bring her down too, and I didn’t want her to think she didn’t make me happy. I’d never liked being with anyone as much as I already liked being with her, but even though she knew about everything, and it was kind of a relief having it off my chest, it still didn’t fix anything. So I especially tried to bury it when I was with her.
 
   “Jordan!”
 
   In the pensive stillness of my room, Jamie yelling my name so loudly startled me. Sighing away the stunned rushing of my heart, I pushed myself out of the chair and strode out to the kitchen. “Are you being kidnapped?” I asked flatly at seeing she wasn’t hurt or bleeding.
 
   “No,” she answered, an amused smile spreading across her face. “I need your opinion on some dresses.”
 
   “Oh, well that’s definitely scream-worthy,” I said sarcastically, rolling my eyes as I made my way over to her. “What do you got?”
 
   She had a few bridal magazines laid out on the kitchen counter, all flipped open to pages with a few dresses on them. She’d put a star beside the ones she liked, so I instantly knew which to look at. “For all you bridesmaids. Which one do you like the best?”
 
   I took a gander over all the pictures, holding back a laugh when I saw the color theme. Cameron helped with what planning he could, but Jamie had been planning this wedding since she was a kid. She had high expectations, so Cameron had told her she could go all-out on anything she wanted, as long as he wasn’t going to be accented in pink or purple – he wanted a color to make his eyes pop. It was a stretch for Jamie, since she wanted some form of purple, but it appeared they’d agreed on a rich, elegant turquoise. After I noticed the color, I glanced at the price tags.
 
   “Does Cameron know you starred all the expensive dresses?” I asked, and her only response to the question was a sheepish and silly giggle. I just laughed and pointed to a couple of the pictures. “I like these two.”
 
   “Oh, me too!” she agreed excitedly, and put an extra star beside them.
 
   “When are we getting fitted?” I asked, lifting myself onto the kitchen counter and idly kicking my feet while they hung.
 
   “Um,” Jamie hummed thoughtfully, starting to flip through another magazine while she spoke. “Tricia’s flying in a couple weeks from now, so we’ll go while she’s here.”
 
   “Okay, cool,” I responded, and we both sat there for a minute in silence, me still bored and Jamie fixated on her magazine. “I met someone,” I blurted eventually. I wasn’t really sure when I’d wanted to tell Jamie about Taylor, I hadn’t even told Victoria yet because I hadn’t seen her since Friday, but I figured now was as good a time as any.
 
   Jamie looked up at me wide-eyed, seemingly in shock. “Like, a girlfriend, someone?”
 
   I answered with a slow, “mhm.”
 
   That made her grin, and she bounced excitedly. “Oh, this is so good! When did you guys meet? When do I get to meet her?” Then her face lit up even more. “She should be your date to the wedding!”
 
   “Whoa, okay seriously, slow down.” At that last suggestion I had to stop her. “I don’t think we’re at the meeting the family stage yet. And I’m definitely not taking her to the wedding when I don’t even know if I’m prepared to see Mom and Dad there. Do you really think they’d be happy about me bringing a date? Then, God forbid, the whole family would find out I’m a lesbian.”
 
   My last question had been rhetorical, but Jamie scowled at me disappointedly and answered anyway, “I guess not.” Then she passed me a careful side-glance. “The family knows, by the way.”
 
   “What?” I asked, genuinely surprised.
 
   “Yeah, pretty recently actually,” she said, the hint of a smirk tugging at her lips. “You know how it was Grandma’s birthday a couple weeks ago?” I nodded. “Well, it was right after the whole Justin thing… and I was pretty pissed for you. So I kind of just,” she paused as she tried to hold back a laugh, “worked it into her birthday card, which she read aloud to everyone.”
 
   “You didn’t!” I snorted with laughter, almost causing me to fall off the edge of the counter.
 
   “I did,” Jamie said, now fully letting out her own laughter. “It was so awkward Jordan, nobody knew what to say. Oh my gosh, if only you could’ve seen the look on Mom’s face!”
 
   “That’s fucking awesome.” I couldn’t stop the giggles as I held my hand out for a high five. Maybe it was because I could actually picture the looks on everyone’s faces, especially my mother’s, but it was priceless, and I was cracking up so hard my stomach was in stitches. Jamie slapped her hand against mine and we continued to giggle for another minute before I tried to calm myself. “Oh wow,” I started, taking in deep gulps of air. “Thank you, you have no idea how bad I needed a good laugh.”
 
   “Happy to oblige.” Jamie grinned, taking us back to our original topic. “So, what’s her name?”
 
   “Taylor,” I answered with a smile. “We met a few months ago, around September I think. She works at the rink with me.”
 
   Jamie nodded thoughtfully, and then passed me a playful glare. “She’s good to my baby sister I hope.”
 
   “She’s incredible,” I assured her, and hopped off the countertop. “Well, time for work. See ya.”
 
   “Bye,” she called after me, instantly returning to her magazines.
 
   After I grabbed my shoes and car keys out of my room I left for work. I pulled into the parking lot right as Victoria was getting out of her car. At seeing me she waved, and waited for me to get out before making her way toward the building.
 
   “Will you go to the break room with me?” she asked without really greeting me, and held up the fast-food bag in her hands. “I have to put my leftovers in the fridge.”
 
   With a nod I took stride beside her, and we headed into the rink. When we got through the doors my eyes instantly went to work searching for Taylor. I caught sight of her near the entrance of the pro shop, and at seeing me she strolled to the door and casually leaned against it.
 
   “Hey, Taylor,” Victoria called.
 
   Taylor gave Victoria a short wave, but her eyes were locked on me from beneath the green bill of her white hat. I couldn’t help staring back at her either. Especially by the coy smile she was giving me. The way she was leaning so easily against the door of the pro shop, hands shoved deep into her pockets, eyes watching me with a glimmer as Victoria and I walked by. She was flirting with me through a single look, and it made me so bashful that I could feel myself blushing. Even though my cheeks were turning red, I couldn’t look away, and when we passed I just walked backward so I could continue to watch her.
 
   Then I remembered that I needed to tell Victoria. “Vic, I have to tell you something,” I said, reluctantly tearing my gaze from the girl at the pro shop and turning around.
 
   “What?” she asked, her voice distressed like I had bad news. I openly glanced back at Taylor so Victoria would follow my gaze. She followed it, but she didn’t really understand. “What? Taylor?” I raised my eyebrows at her expectantly, and she had to think about it for a few more seconds. “Oh shit! You and Taylor?” When I nodded she squealed with excitement, wrapping her arms around me and shaking me wildly back and forth while we walked. “I’m so excited! Oh my God, I can die happy now.”
 
   “Wow,” I chuckled, shaking my head sarcastically. “You are too easy to please.”
 
   “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for you to get a relationship?” she asked in exaggerated exasperation.
 
   “It really wasn’t that long,” I reported while we finally reached the break room, and she went to put her stuff in the refrigerator. “You’re just a lunatic.”
 
   She ignored my accusation and waved for me to follow her back out into the hallway. “When did it happen?”
 
   “Friday night.”
 
   She gasped, a look of shock on her face. “It’s Wednesday.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. “I wanted to tell you in person.”
 
   “No, Jordan,” she scolded playfully, even going so far as to gently smack me in the face. “You tell me these things immediately.”
 
   “Geez, okay,” I chuckled, teasingly shoving her away.
 
   We made it back to the front of the rink then, and now Taylor was sitting behind the front desk, swiveling in the chair with boredom while she clicked away on the computer.
 
   “Hi, Taylor,” Victoria sang, giggling mischievously. Taylor raised a confused eyebrow at Victoria’s tone, glancing back and forth between Vic and I, and pursing her lips awkwardly she gave another, equally awkward wave. “I’ll just leave you two lovebirds alone,” Vic said, grabbing her score sheet and starting for her rink. She always did know how to make things uncomfortable.
 
   “Hey,” I greeted Taylor shyly, blushing that Victoria actually succeeded in making me extra nervous around her.
 
   Taylor’s lips curled into a grin, and she snickered at seeing my reddened cheeks. “Is she embarrassing you?”
 
   “When is she not embarrassing me?” I asked sarcastically, and mumbled under my breath, “she’s like a five year old.” Taylor laughed and nodded in agreement while I grabbed my score sheet from off the desk. “I got to go.”
 
   After she smiled bye I turned and walked to the third rink. I was about halfway into the second period when Taylor plopped down beside me. She scared me a little bit since I was actually concentrating on the game, so when I jumped she chuckled and gave an apologetic smile. The jitters faded almost instantly though, and were replaced with a better kind. Butterflies. She didn’t do anything to cause it aside from sitting down so close to me our shoulders and thighs were touching, but being with Taylor was still so new that it was enough.
 
   “No work to do?” I asked, tactfully trying to lean into her to see if it would help ease the jitters in my stomach.
 
   Taylor seemed to notice, because I saw the corner of her mouth turn up, but if she did notice she didn’t mind, and instead shook her head. “Too much to do. I have to put together the game schedules for next season. I’m hiding from Mitch.”
 
   “Oh, you’re going to be in trouble,” I teased, playfully flicking up the bill of her hat with my finger.
 
   She laughed, and shook her head again as she readjusted the hat. “Mitch answers to me.”
 
   “Is that right?” I rolled my eyes, giggling.
 
   Once Taylor finished fixing the hat I misplaced she dropped her arms, letting one of them fall into my lap. At first, just like her sitting beside me, the hand she’d placed on my thigh made me jump. Immediately after it brought back those excited nerves, and I took a delighted breath at the flush of heat that radiated from her touch. It wasn’t just being with Taylor that was new, but this kind of attention was new too. That tender fondness where someone just touches you because they like being close. The only person who’d ever shown affection with me through touch is Victoria, but that was of a completely different kind. Nicole had been my first real relationship, but she was never the adoring type, not unless she was trying to get me in bed. Really, I’d never been doted on or touched like this when it wasn’t about sex. Was that why I flinched? But taking a stealthy glance at Taylor, I could tell it wasn’t about that at all, and that’s what gave me those butterflies.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Taylor apologized timidly when she noticed my mixed reaction to her display, and began to pull away.
 
   “No!” I frantically reached for her hand, and when I had it I set it back on my leg with a shy, reassuring smile. “It’s nice.” That made her grin, so she more comfortably opened her balled up fist to lay her hand flat. “Taylor,” I started but paused, not really sure how to phrase my question, until she raised her eyebrows at me expectantly. “When was the last time you had a girlfriend?”
 
   Taylor hummed thoughtfully, and a moment later shrugged. “Never, I guess.”
 
   “What? Really?” I asked in shock. It made sense when I thought about the fact that she didn’t talk, but it shocked me because she seemed to know more than I did what to do and how to act. Like she had experience. She nodded, eyebrows raised at me again, as if to ask why. “It’s just that you’re so confident and comfortable, with touching me and stuff. How do you know what to do?”
 
   She laughed, and I couldn’t help but think that maybe it was a stupid question. How did anyone know what to do? It wasn’t like it was hard to figure out you wanted to be close to someone. “Rest assured, you make me nervous,” she admitted, and the idea of Taylor getting the same fluttering that I did made me beam. “I don’t know though. Maybe I just learned it from watching my parents growing up. They were always close, touching in some way.”
 
   As Taylor spoke she stopped looking at me and stared out across the rink. She hadn’t been speaking to me long, and I knew nothing about her family or history. The seemingly happy memory made me want to hear more. “They’re really in love, huh?”
 
   Those bright brown eyes met mine, but their usual sparkle was gone, and after she nodded she seemed to try and take the focus off of her. “Were your parents like that?”
 
   I had to think pretty hard about it, maybe a little too hard, before I shook my head. A couple times I might’ve seen my parents kiss, but that wasn’t the first memory that came to mind when I thought about them together. “No, really I think they just fought a lot. They were never lovey-dovey that I can remember.”
 
   “Oh,” was all she said as her eyes indifferently followed the puck up and down the rink.
 
   I could feel Taylor shutting down. It was happening so fast, but I didn’t want her to stop talking. I wanted to know everything I could about her. So, curious, I asked what I thought was a pretty standard question. “Have you told them you like girls?”
 
   “I’m sure they know,” she answered, and a second later she glanced over at me and stood. “I should probably do some work now.” While she spoke she pushed my hair behind my ear and gave me a parting smile, though the action felt apologetic.
 
   It was clear I’d struck a sore spot, so I tried to jest and lighten the mood. “Okay, you better start preparing to get your ass kicked on the rink tonight.”
 
   Taylor smiled, though I couldn’t be sure how forced it was, and before turning to leave she closed one eye in an exaggerated wink. I sat there in the scorekeeper’s box, staring after her until she was out of sight and thinking about our conversation. The biggest curiosity on my mind was what kind of relationship Taylor had with her family. I couldn’t understand her eluding a conversation about a seemingly happy memory, and I certainly couldn’t even begin to theorize. If I wanted to find out I’d have to ask her, but this was the only thing she’d ever given even the slightest negative reaction to.
 
   Sure she was talking to me, but I couldn’t help thinking about the advice Victoria had given me when I first expressed a curiosity about Taylor. She’d told me not to pry, not to try and coax Taylor into talking to me. If I asked, would I be digging too deep? The last thing I wanted was for her think I was being too nosy and to stop talking to me. Maybe I’d just wait a little longer until I was sure she was comfortable enough speaking to me that she’d let me go digging into her past. Hopefully she’d even get comfortable enough before then to reveal those things on her own.
 
   What seemed like forever after Taylor left me to work, I finally finished my last game and laced up to skate with her. When I got on the rink she was already there and messing around with the puck, so before stepping out I stood by the door and watched her. She started from the bottom of the center circle and skated toward the net at a surprisingly laidback speed. When she got to the lower circles she scooped the puck onto the blade of her stick. Holding the stick vertical and close to her body she started doing three-sixties toward the net, and the only thing that kept the puck from falling off to the ground was the force of her spinning. When she got closer to the net she stopped going in circles and flung the puck in.
 
   “Where do you learn this stuff?” I laughed with genuinely pleased awe as I stepped onto the rink.
 
   Taylor glanced up from scooping the puck out of the net, and when I got closer I could see her cheeks tint at my gawking. “I don’t know,” she laughed embarrassedly. “I live here, so there’s lots of time to get creative.”
 
   “Do you even have a car?” I asked, thinking about how the only time I’d ever seen her outside of the rink was at tournaments.
 
   She chuckled and nodded, and as if catching the idea behind my question said sarcastically, “I do go places, you know.” I just giggled, and so to supply more of an answer to my question she added, “the blue coupe that’s always sitting in the front of the parking lot.”
 
   The blue coupe… I had to think about it for a second. “The BMW?” I asked in shock, and Taylor just nodded, looking at me curiously like she couldn’t figure out why I was so surprised. “That’s a nice car.”
 
   “I bought it used.” She shrugged, clearly not as impressed as I was, but she adjusted her hat shyly. “Mitch pays me alright for what I do, and like I said, I live here. Not much to pay for besides school.”
 
   “I guess,” I said.
 
   I must have still been staring at her wide-eyed, because her eyes shifted awkwardly. “What?”
 
   “You’re just full of surprises,” I told her, and I could see another light blush cloak the freckles on the tops of her cheeks.
 
   “I’m really not that interesting.”
 
   I could have argued with her, and I made sure to give her a look that let her know I disagreed, but after that I grabbed the puck that rested near the blade of her stick and took it to center rink. I waited until Taylor met me there to play defense before I took off. I veered to the right, taking the puck up that side toward the net and cradling it on the outside of my body. Taylor was skating up the inside right next to me, keeping me from taking a shot. I was contemplating how I was going to get around her when she swung her stick across my body, successfully knocking the puck away where she zoomed around me and picked it up.
 
   While she had to touch back at center rink before she could take a shot, I lined up to play defense against her. Defense was never my strongest area, which was why I played offense, but I felt like I’d at least gotten decent at it since skating with Taylor. As if to test my confidence, Taylor was skating straight up the middle, but stopped about three feet in front of me. Smiling playfully she passed the puck from the right side of my body under my stick to the left side, then cradled it on her backhand while she watched me carefully, just in case I would take a swipe. Then she grinned when she passed it back under my stick again to the other side, and I couldn’t help but laugh at her messing with me.
 
   Even though I was laughing, I was watching her closely. By now I knew she used moments like these as a distraction. Sure enough, a second later she pushed off, and as she went skating by me she propelled the puck between my legs. When she got to the other side though she wouldn’t get the puck, because I’d touched my heels together, leaving no room for it to get through. With a gleeful cheer I raced to center rink, and picking up momentum I kept skating, this time up the left side. Taylor was once again on the inside, keeping me from shooting, and if I let her stay there long enough I’d have no choice but to take the puck behind the net, where I knew she’d have me trapped.
 
   On a whim, I backhanded the puck across to the other side of Taylor, and in the same instant shifted inward, going behind her and cutting to the middle of the rink. It didn’t matter if she expected it or not, because once I got to the inside of her and picked up the puck, I was perfectly lined up for a shot. Without a moment’s hesitation I let it fly, and it soared perfectly into the top left corner of the net.
 
   “Woo!” I shouted excitedly, even going so far as to jump into the air and throw my hands up before coming to a stop in front of the net.
 
   Once I came to a halt I didn’t stop celebrating, and I waggled my hips in a victory dance. Laughing, Taylor rushed over to me, and I couldn’t keep from letting out a squeal as she wrapped her arms low around my waist and lifted me off the ground. I was a little nervous having her pick me up while she was on skates, the last thing we needed was for both of us to hit the ground, but she seemed confident. She even spun me in a few circles before setting me back down to grab her gloves and stick, which she’d dropped to pick me up.
 
   “You’re seriously getting better,” she complimented, watching me with an amused gleam in her eyes.
 
   “Mhm.” I nodded, continuing my dance as I pointed my finger at her. “Keep an eye on your gold, Taylor Becks, ‘cause here I come!”
 
   Still chuckling, she rolled her eyes and took the puck back to center rink, ready to start again. She was right, I was getting better, but I was still hardly a match for her when she was really trying, which I realized when she kicked it up a notch at seeing how I was improving. With Taylor at what I estimated to be eighty-five percent, I only scored once more to her nine in the next thirty minutes. As usual, when I collapsed to the floor for a break, I was almost gasping for air. Much to my pleasure however, it seemed Taylor was breathing a little heavier than normal, even though she tried not to show it.
 
   After a minute of rest I had enough air to talk. “Did your classes start up yet?”
 
   Taylor looked over at me, leaning the side of her head back against the boards. “No, I’m done.”
 
   “Done?” I repeated. “As in, graduated with your bachelors, done?”
 
   She eyed me carefully. “Well, masters actually.”
 
   “What!” I exclaimed in shock. When I recovered I teasingly shoved her, and she was so relaxed it knocked her over. “Why don’t you tell me these things?” Laughing, Taylor pushed herself back up and shrugged. “How’d you finish so fast?”
 
   “All I do is work here and take classes.” While she answered she reached over to put her hand on my thigh again, and this time I didn’t flinch.
 
   Instead, my heartbeat picked up while I inched my hand forward, gradually until I’d slid it beneath hers. I don’t know why every touch made me so nervous, seeing as we’d already had our first kiss, and I didn’t honestly think she wouldn’t want to hold my hand, but it felt like my first time all over again. It even made my heart skip when I saw Taylor’s lips curl into a tiny smile, and she finished the motion by intertwining her fingers with my own. Now that my attempt was received, I let out a sigh of relief. I could breath again.
 
   “What now?” I asked, and Taylor raised an eyebrow for clarification. “Now that you’ve graduated, what are you going to do?”
 
   “Keep working here,” she answered simply, and then continued with a light laugh, “maybe help run this place for the rest of my life.”
 
   “You got your degree just for the hell of it, didn’t you?” I asked, since it seemed she was serious about working at the rink. She chuckled and shrugged nonchalantly. “You really love this place that much?”
 
   “More than you could imagine,” she answered honestly.
 
   She had that look in her eyes again, that shutting down look like we were coming to a sore topic. I didn’t like this, I didn’t like thinking that Taylor would stop talking to me. So I changed the subject. “Let me ask you something,” I said. There had been a thought that occurred to me after she left me in the scorekeeper’s box, and the only reason I had enough curiosity to ask was because Taylor didn’t seem like the type. When she nodded, I asked, “around when I first met you, you know I was curious about you so I was asking Victoria stuff, and she mentioned at a tournament one time she saw you leave a club or something with a girl. She said she didn’t recognize her from hockey.”
 
   Taylor furrowed her eyebrows thoughtfully, trying to remember. After a minute I was starting to think maybe it didn’t even happen, but then she recalled. “Yeah, I remember. She was from hockey.” She paused then so that I could finish my question, but I just nodded slowly, giving her a suspicious and expectant look until she figured out what I was implying. She chuckled. “Oh, Vic thought I hooked up with her or something?”
 
   “Well, yeah,” I said, the way she looked about it made me kind of embarrassed I’d asked.
 
   She shook her head and explained, “no, I had a beer, none of my teammates were ready to leave, and she was staying at the same hotel and wasn’t drinking, so she gave me a ride back.”
 
   “Oh,” I drawled, feeling my cheeks flare with a blush. “That was the only thing I’d been using to think you were gay this whole time.” I giggled with embarrassment. “How awkward would that have been if you totally weren’t?”
 
   Taylor burst into laughter, shaking her head disparagingly. “At least it worked out this way.”
 
   “Seriously,” I agreed, and then I eyed her curiously. “You couldn’t drive after one beer?”
 
   “Not couldn’t. Wouldn’t,” she answered. “I drink every once in a while, but I’m really not a big fan of alcohol.”
 
   “God, and you still like me after I came to your room hammered?” I asked, feeling the blood rush to my cheeks again.
 
    “Told you I liked you a lot,” Taylor said, running her thumb over the back of my hand. “Besides, I can’t really blame you for that night.”
 
   Just like that, with that single, simple sentence, I was reminded of what I’d been trying not to think about. Justin. It happened just as swiftly and easily every time, and it was always unexpected. I felt all the joy sucked out of me, but I’d gotten so good at making myself apathetic it wasn’t as painful as usual. It was just an emptiness, a longing because there was something important missing.
 
   Taylor picked up on it immediately, and I could see her wince. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”
 
   “No, it’s okay.” I tried to be reassuring, not wanting to make her feel bad. “I’ll get over it.”
 
   She was quiet for a few seconds as she studied me, and then asked softly, “you want to talk about it?”
 
   I shook my head, risking a glance up at her only to hastily look away again. “No, I don’t want to bug you with it.”
 
   “Jordan, I don’t ever want you to think you’re bugging me,” she said, and then leaned over so she could catch my gaze. “If something’s on your mind, you can talk to me about it. You shouldn’t have to carry all this on your own.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked.
 
   Taylor was still holding my hand, and now she brought it up to her lips to plant a delicate kiss on my knuckles. “I’m positive.”
 
   I stared into those rich brown eyes, and she was looking at me in that gentle, caring way again. It wasn’t just that I didn’t want to bother her, but talking about it meant feeling it. It meant actively thinking about the pain and letting it hurt. Sure, I could find the courage to tell Taylor everything I wanted to when I was drunk, but talking to her about it now, and so casually, that meant finding a different kind of courage. And the more I talked to Taylor, the more I leaned on her, then the more I would need her. In my experience, needing anyone but yourself was never the best strategy for survival. Deep down, I knew Taylor was okay with that responsibility, and of course I was beginning to trust her, but I would never know just how much if I didn’t start taking those risks Victoria was always talking about.
 
   “I miss him a lot,” I admitted. “Justin, I mean.” There we go. I sighed. Overcoming another risk for the sake of potential happiness. Check.
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   “You’re not out there skating yet?” I asked, seeing that even though I’d just finished my last game of the night, Taylor was still at the front desk.
 
   She glanced over at Travis, reluctant to speak when someone else could hear her, and waved for me to follow as she started heading toward the offices. “You want to have dinner and a movie with me?”
 
   “Like a date?” I asked with a grin, and Taylor laughed, giving a half nod, half shrug. It may have been almost ten at night, but I could eat again, and a movie meant a chance to snuggle up to her. “That sounds perfect.”
 
   “I got something really special for dinner,” she told me with a smirk, “so prepare to be wooed.” We made our way through the door of the break room, both waving at Mitch where he sat with his own meal at the table, and Taylor passed him for the oven. She was about to open it when she stopped, and deliberately turned back toward Mitch. “Are you really eating a burger and a milkshake?”
 
   I chuckled as Taylor paced to him, and he turned away with his food in hand, trying to keep it from her. “Becks, a man needs fast food every once in a while.”
 
   She leaned over him to get a better look, and then gasped and reached out with lightening speed, snatching the burger from him. “Is that bacon?”
 
   I just stood there, watching the spectacle with sheer amusement. Taylor didn’t seem like a health-nut, and Mitch looked like he was in pretty good condition aside from a slight beer gut, but the fact that Taylor appeared to be supervising him to keep him that way was entertaining.
 
   “No, no, no!” Mitch protested as Taylor, with a scowl on her face, tossed the burger into the trashcan nearby, and when it landed in with a thud his face fell. Then he wrapped his arms around his milkshake protectively, like she’d take that too.
 
   “You can keep that,” she told him, still glaring like she was scolding a child. “But make a damn sandwich or something.”
 
   Mitch clung to his milkshake suspiciously, grumbling the whole way out of the break room until he was out of sight. It had been funny, and still was, but now I realized how serious Taylor was. She was genuinely worried about his health.
 
   I must have let my interest in the display show, because she shrugged. “He’ll thank me when he lives to be a hundred.” Then she grinned and turned back to the oven. “Anyway, here comes the wooing.” She reached into the oven, and when she pulled out our dinner I couldn’t help but laugh. She set the pizza box on the table, smiling at my amusement. “I’m not much of a chef,” she admitted, watching me happily.
 
   “We get to eat pizza when you just threw poor Mitch’s burger in the trash,” I pointed out, still laughing.
 
   Taylor pursed her lips to one side with playful contemplation. “I won’t tell if you won’t.”
 
   “Deal,” I agreed.
 
   She grabbed some plates and napkins to take with us, and before we exited into the hall she peeked out carefully. When Mitch was nowhere to be found and she was sure he wouldn’t catch sight of the pizza box, we snuck into her room. After she set the box on her desk we both sat down on the bed with a plate, facing each other with our legs crossed beneath us.
 
   “You know,” I said, taking a bite of my slice, “this pizza just may have swept me off my feet.”
 
   “That was the plan.” Taylor winked.
 
   I giggled and took another bite, making sure to swallow before I spoke again. “Hey so, next weekend I have to go try on dresses for my sister’s wedding.” I paused to let Taylor absorb the information, and when she nodded I continued. “And she’s been dying to meet you and won’t stop bugging me. Do you want to come?”
 
   Apparently I’d underestimated how excited people could get over me having a relationship. Not only had Victoria been making a big deal out of it, but Jamie wouldn’t leave me alone either. I still wasn’t sure if it was too soon or not to let Taylor meet her, but I had to ask to get her off my back.
 
   Taylor laughed, clearly amused that I’d been getting bothered, and nodded. I was done with my pizza by then, so Taylor hopped off the bed and grabbed both of our plates to throw in the trash. While she was setting up the movie I scooted back on the bed until I was leaning against the headboard, and when she was finished she flicked off the lights and plopped down next to me. At my side she immediately reached for my hand, an action that no longer made me nervous, though I enjoyed it no less than the first time. It was expected now, and because of that and the fact that I really enjoyed it, I imagined if she weren’t consistent in little displays of affection such as this it would be disappointing.
 
   After the comedy started up I let it play for a minute before I inched closer to the girl beside me, leaning my head against her shoulder, and to show the action was appreciated Taylor wiggled a bit closer too. She even went so far as to rest her cheek on the top of my head. Being near to her wasn’t as distracting as it had been when my attraction to her first got out of hand, though every couple minutes I still caught myself entertaining thoughts of how she felt or what her scent was like. It was only another ten minutes into the movie when I was distracted from the dialogue by Taylor’s laugh. She was giggling at something said, and I’d heard her laugh a hundred times, but for some reason I found myself stealthily peeking up at her, admiring the curve of her smile.
 
   Maybe it was because we were sitting so close in the dark, but even though I focused more on the immediate sensations of being close to her, every once in a while I’d catch a glimpse of a more lewd thought. For now, sex was out of the question. We hadn’t necessarily talked about it since we’d only just gotten together, but it was obvious we both wanted things to go slowly. That didn’t mean I didn’t want it. I was positive that I wanted her, but despite that in my sex dream I’d let her go somewhere a girl had never gone, I couldn’t be sure it would go the same way in our waking hours, and I didn’t want to have to tell her no.
 
   I’d lost track of how long I’d been staring at Taylor, but she must’ve been able to feel me looking, because her eyes slowly turned down. The moment I realized I’d been caught I instantly looked away, but I heard her let out a huff of breath in a chuckle. To see if she’d catch me again I glanced back up, and a few seconds later her eyes fell on me once more, faster this time. With a smirk I shifted my gaze away like I hadn’t been doing anything, but not before I saw the amused smile on her face. After she focused her attention back on the movie, I looked back over, and her lips turned up first this time before she rapidly made it known I was caught. I stifled a soft snort of amusement and played along, acting like I hadn’t been watching her again.
 
   About half a minute later I did it again, and I couldn’t suppress a giggle when I got caught. After I looked away though, I could feel Taylor continue to watch at me. I thought maybe she was reversing the game, but then she put a finger on my chin and gently turned my face toward her. There was the leftover curl of a playful smile on her lips as her eyes searched mine, looking for any sign of protest before she leaned in to kiss me. She hesitated when she got close, her lips barely brushing against mine, but it wasn’t an unsure hesitation. It was the hesitation of enjoyment, one I could understand perfectly. The soft tickle of her breath on my lips, the thumb of the hand that cupped my face caressing my cheek, and the increasing beat of my heart, it was all part of the anticipation.
 
   That anticipation built until she finally kissed me, and then it exploded like a nuclear burst of heat and energy in my core. Every time her lips moved against mine it was the crackling of an ember. Every time she exhaled in an excited breath the flames in my chest lapped hungrily through the rest of my body. And when her tongue ran carefully underneath my upper lip, when it slid bewitchingly over the tip of my own, it set off a whole other explosion. By the time she slowly pulled away, even though her forehead still rested against mine, I resisted the urge to pull her back, if only for the sake of oxygen. When she kissed me like that, I couldn’t breathe. Didn’t want to breathe lest the fresh air should quench the burning of my foundations, because I was perfectly satisfied coming undone under her touch.
 
   “You’re not playing right,” I tried to tease, but it only came out a desperate pant.
 
   “I give up.” Taylor’s own thrill made her voice nothing but a raspy whisper, and even that short sentence seemed too long, and her lips were back on mine almost before she finished it.
 
   I wanted nothing to distract me from the feel of her, so when I noticed the brim of her hat rubbing the top of my forehead I reached up and pulled it off, carelessly tossing it away. I brought my arm down again, but instead of letting it rest at my side I set my hand on the back of Taylor’s neck, pulling her deeper into the kiss. Her thumb had still been running softly over my cheek, but now her fingers traced up my arm, and when she got to the hand I had behind her neck they locked with my own.
 
   If I’d been thinking about anything other than the way Taylor tasted, I might wonder why I wasn’t worried about where this could lead. But I already knew exactly why – because Taylor was tender and patient. She wasn’t trying to push things further, wasn’t grabbing at me or trying to get me out of my clothes. She seemed just as content as I was to indulge only in a kiss. Content with my face being the only place her hands went when they weren’t playing with my fingers. Content with the most provocative touch being my hand on her collarbone. Content with proving to me, consciously or not, that she wasn’t in this for the sex.
 
   At a distant sound Taylor pulled dazedly away, a small smile on her face. “The movie’s over.”
 
   She made it clear she didn’t want to stop kissing, because after she spoke and while I did, she planted lighthearted pecks on the edges of my lips. I giggled, both at the tickling sensation of the kisses and at the length of time that had flown by. “That didn’t feel like two hours.” I was so under her spell that I could barely open my eyes to see the credits were rolling up the screen, but I stopped trying as she continued to kiss me.
 
   She chuckled, landing a final peck at the center of my mouth, and while she pushed herself off the bed I leaned forward with her, trying to keep her from pulling away again. Eventually she got out of reach, and I rested my back against the headboard, recovering from my stupor and working my eyes open. When she flicked the light back on to put away the movie I had to squint for a few seconds until I was adjusted, but when I could see again my eyes fell to the picture on her dresser, the one of her family at the beach. I hadn’t really expected it to catch my attention, especially since just beneath the fresh curiosity I felt the urge to focus all my attention on Taylor’s lips. Now that it had caught my gaze though, I couldn’t push away the interest.
 
   I struggled with whether or not to ask while she continued to put the movie away, until I forced myself to get it out. “Taylor,” I said, and she glanced back to raise an eyebrow and let me know she was listening. How do I phrase my question? There was so much I could ask, even if I wasn’t sure it was all connected. Why doesn’t she talk to anybody? Why does she live at the rink? How come she doesn’t talk about her family when it seems like she had a better childhood than I did. “Where’s your family?”
 
   She had her back to me while she was putting the movie in a drawer of the desk, but at my question I could feel the mood shift instantly, and she visibly froze. It took her a few seconds to recover, and then a few more to close the drawer and turn around. With a sigh she crawled back onto the bed, and sat in front of me with her legs tucked beneath her.
 
   She seemed to think for a minute, her eyes watching me blankly, before she said, “I guess it’s only fair if I tell you everything, since you already told me.”
 
   “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” I interjected hastily. The last thing I wanted to do was force her.
 
   She just shook her head. “No, you need to know.” Then she paused, and before she continued she reached over the side of the bed, grabbed her hat, and set it back onto her head. “I don’t know if you want a story or the facts, so I’ll just try to tell you everything as best I can.” She stopped again, and I could tell by the way she kept pausing that it would be hard to hear. “When I was twelve my mom was diagnosed with cancer.”
 
   She’d barely started and my heart already dropped, so as she continued I scooted forward and set a hand on her knee. “She never had any symptoms, you know, she was always happy and active, but one day it just hit her. It was so far along before they found it, and she got so sick so fast.” Taylor set her own hand on mine, staring at it while she ran her thumb along the back. “She had to stay at the hospital for treatment, but it was too aggressive. For almost a year she fought it. We visited every day, but I can still remember how fast she just… fell apart.”
 
   Taylor adjusted the hat on her head, refusing to look me in the eyes. “The chemo made her feel like shit so she could barely eat. She was too weak to go outside so she never got any sun. She always loved the sun.” I could feel a wetness forming in my throat, and I wondered how Taylor was holding it together. “Every time I saw her I could tell she was in so much pain. I’m grateful for every extra day I got to spend with her, but not a day went by I didn’t pray for it to end. Just so she wouldn’t hurt anymore. And it wasn’t just her. I could see it on my dad’s face, twenty-four seven, that he hurt for her. She deteriorated so much I barely recognized her, and a year after she was diagnosed she was just… gone.”
 
   I wanted to be comforting, to give Taylor the same support she gave me whenever she could tell I missed Justin, but I didn’t know what to do, and she didn’t appear to need it. She was mournful, I had no doubt about that, but she was being so enduring I didn’t even know if she’d cry. “It was devastating for all of us, but my dad took it the hardest, she was his everything. He tried not to let us see how much it hurt him because he wanted to stay strong for us. I could still see it though, every day, how empty he felt.
 
   “Well, I was fourteen by the time he really recovered. One night he just smiled. Something he hadn’t done in a year.” Taylor laughed then, but she took her hand away from mine to wipe away the single tear that cascaded down her cheek. “It was stupid too. Some argument my brother got into with a teacher, but when he was telling my dad about it my dad just started laughing. It put him in such a good mood he took the three of us out to dinner.” She paused as her eyes met mine, and I could see they were damp. “That was the most fun night any of us had had in a whole year. It was like, after that, we could start to be happy again because my dad was finally coming around.”
 
   Another tear fell after that, just one, and she wiped it away as quickly as the first. “We were on our way home from dinner, and there was this one intersection where the cross traffic had to go left or right because it was a dead end, like this.” She put the palm of one hand above the tips of the fingers on the other to form a ‘T’ so I could understand the shape of the intersection. I could picture it, and I’d just started to wonder why she was telling me when I began to understand. I just hoped she wouldn’t tell me what I thought she was about to. “Some guy jumped in his car after he’d had too much to drink. He was too drunk to even realize the light was red, and definitely to see there wasn’t another side of the street. He ran it right as we were driving across the intersection.
 
   “He smashed into the side of the car. My brother was in the passenger seat, and my other brother was sitting right behind him. I don’t even think they got a chance to feel it.” This time a couple tears fell, and Taylor sniffled as she brushed them away. “He was going so fast it took us up onto the sidewalk and into a streetlamp. It was when the front of the car wrapped around the streetlamp that I got hurt, aside from bruises from the seatbelt.” Then she lifted the hat and pointed to the scar on the left side of her forehead. “My head cracked the window.” Then she rubbed her tattooed right arm and the scar on her elbow. “My brother wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. He was gone… but the impact threw him into me, and his shoulder hit my arm so hard my elbow shattered.”
 
   This time, when more tears fell, I raised a hand to her face and used my thumb to clear them. Then I inched closer to her side and put a comforting arm around her waist. “Have you ever been so scared you can’t even move? I couldn’t feel the pain, couldn’t feel anything, but I could smell, and see. There was blood. I wanted to scream for help, but I was frozen.” She sniffled and adjusted her hat again, and I could feel her shift forward from the story, reluctant to dwell any longer in the memory. “I don’t really have any family, besides an aunt on the east coast, so I went to live with Mitch. Him and my dad were best friends for forever.
 
   “I owe him the world, he was so patient with me. I was so in shock after that night I couldn’t speak. The only time I made any noise was when I’d wake up screaming from the nightmares. I could barely eat, didn’t go outside. Hardly even moved from my bed, but I lost everyone, I didn’t care about anything. I got so weak he had to pull me out of school. I just felt so guilty, you know? Why was I the only one who made it? And it wasn’t just that I didn’t think I was the one who deserved it, but I didn’t feel like I had much left to live for, so I just let myself go.” Taylor took in a deep breath, and when she exhaled it was an exhausted sigh. “Two years, I didn’t say a single word to him or any of the therapists he took me to. One day when I was sixteen he just got so worried about me that he forced me out of the house. Dragged me kicking all the way to the car.” Taylor chuckled as if recalling how she acted about it.
 
   “He brought me here. I sat in the car for an hour and a half while he worked, mad as all hell that he’d made me come, until it got too hot and I had to get out. I’d never seen anyone play hockey before – my dad was never much for sports and my brothers played football – but I fell in love with it the second I saw those guys skating.” She looked up at me then, her brown eyes meeting mine, and I didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want me to say anything though, because she continued. “I just threw on a pair of skates and taught myself how. It took a few months, but eventually I started recovering a little. I started talking a bit to Mitch. This place saved me. I was always skating, so much that I fell asleep here almost every night. Didn’t even make it off the rink sometimes. So Mitch decided why not just let me live here?” She chuckled a little at that, but then her face grew serious again. “It was dangerous when I first started playing on a team. When I started getting over the shock, it was replaced by this… anger… you wouldn’t even recognize me if you’d seen me then.”
 
   That’s when Taylor looked away, and obvious shame riddled her face. “I took penalties like you wouldn’t believe. Uncalled for hits as hard as I could. I didn’t care, I just wanted to take my anger out on something, and it happened to be other players. That and, when I got put back in school I figured out hockey wasn’t the only way to get out aggression.” She glanced back up at me before quickly looking away, and before she explained I thought she was talking about getting in fights. I was wrong. “There were a lot of girls in school that were curious, and wanted to experiment. I didn’t even have to say anything. One girl was bold enough to hit on me, and then word got around, and everyone knew."
 
   I couldn’t hide my shock at that, it really didn’t sound like the Taylor I knew. It caught me off guard, but lord knows I couldn’t judge her for it.
 
   “It was lucky I found hockey and girls instead of drugs or something. I couldn’t drink, because of the accident, and I never entertained the idea of drugs. I could just imagine how disappointed my parents would’ve been if I had.” I tightened my arm around her waist when she paused again, just to let her know it was okay, and she gave me a grateful smile before leaning into me. “Those first two years I couldn’t speak, after that though, I just wouldn’t. Only to Mitch. While I was quiet I noticed a lot of people were put off by it, it must have helped that I looked mad all the time. So I just used it as a defense. I was so afraid of talking to people, letting anybody in and getting attached, because deep down I had this fear that everyone I’d ever love would die.”
 
   Taylor shrugged. “Anyway, I got better, less angry.” Then she chuckled again, and shook her head. “Then Mitch’s dumb ass had a heart attack last year. It was a tiny one, because he eats like crap, but I was so mad I didn’t talk to him for a couple months.” This was a serious conversation, but I couldn’t help but laugh a little as well now that I understood why she monitored his food.
 
   Taylor was quiet for a minute, so I figured she was done explaining. I didn’t know what to say. She no longer appeared to need comfort. “How could you call me strong, when you’ve been through all this and you’re not falling apart.”
 
   “I mean it still hurts like hell, don’t get me wrong, and I miss them like crazy.” She shrugged again, and her thumb picked up caressing the back of my hand. “I’ve had help moving on, I was never alone in it. Mitch lost his best friend, but he was there for me. He always made me talk about it, he says talking is the best therapy, and he made sure I knew I wasn’t alone, that we were in it together. That’s why I always tell you that you should talk about it. You heal more completely when you can share it with someone.”
 
   I was still trying to think of something to say, but I didn’t know what. I’d never had to provide comfort to someone, didn’t know how to, and it didn’t help that Taylor didn’t seem to need it.
 
   As I tried my hardest to come up with something, she seemed to know what I was thinking, because she gave a light smile and kissed me on the cheek. “You don’t have to say anything. I’ve heard it all before anyway.”
 
   I nodded, still feeling like I should at least say something. Then my eyes fell on that faded blue hat, the one with the fish on the front, so I pointed to it. “Was that his?”
 
   She knew I was talking about her father, so she chuckled and nodded. “Yeah, the only sport he was interested in was fishing. Wore that thing every time, except for when he let me wear it.”
 
   “Did you guys go fishing a lot?” I asked with a smile, glad that she could still find joy in things tainted with sorrow.
 
   Taylor yawned, clearly exhausted from talking so much, and while she nodded she lay down, stretched before me. “At least a couple times every summer. We had a boat that we’d take out into the ocean, in San Diego, and all of us would spend a week out there at a time.”
 
   I flattened out next to her and turned on my side to face her, propping my head up in my hand. She had her right arm laid across her stomach, the bottom half of her tattoo exposed below her t-shirt sleeve. “What about this?” I asked, running a hand over it and then slipping my fingers between hers.
 
   “Their birthdays,” she answered, turning her head to look at me. “I’ll never forget the days they left, but I wanted something more to pay respects than just memories.” She yawned tiredly again and patted her chest, motioning for me to lie down closer. When I did, I rested my head on her chest and wrapped an arm around her waist. “That night at the hotel, you asked me why I had my own room, and I told you it was because I still have nightmares.” I couldn’t remember asking her, and the thought hadn’t crossed my mind since then, but it made sense seeing as I’d woken up in her single-bed room. “I fell asleep holding you because you were crying, and that was the first time in a while that I slept without having a single nightmare.” I felt an arm slip under me, and then wrap around the small of my back as she pulled me in a little closer. “Do you think… Do you want to stay? Tonight, with me.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile at how shy she sounded asking, but in response I nuzzled my face into her neck. “Of course I’ll stay.”
 
   At my affirmation the arm that was draped on her stomach went across to my shoulder, and I felt her lips press against the top of my head. Even though I couldn’t remember that night at the hotel, the way she was holding me now felt familiar. There was so much satisfaction in her arms, in the way she felt, that everything but her melted away in an instant. I could feel myself falling so fast, and for some strange, unexpected reason, I wasn’t terrified. For the first time in my life, I wanted to let myself need somebody.
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   With a tired groan I rolled over in bed and threw my arm over to the opposite side. I didn’t open my eyes until a few seconds later, when it registered that I’d hit mattress instead of the warm body I’d been hoping to. Last night had been the third time I’d slept over at Taylor’s. The second time I’d stayed over so late we just fell asleep, but last night I offered because I knew she slept better when I was there. I’d even made sure to bring pajamas and an extra pair of clothes. My droopy eyes scanned the room, and with Taylor nowhere in sight I pushed myself up. Now that I could reach the cellphone I’d set on top of the dresser near the bed, I stretched my arm for it to check the time. 6:30… on a Saturday… that was just ungodly.
 
   It took a second to rub my eyes and work myself out of bed, and then I went to the bathroom door and knocked. “Taylor?” I waited a few seconds, but when there was no answer I strolled out of the room.
 
   At the entrance of the hallway I stopped, glancing up and down the rinks. She wasn’t on any of them, but I could hear the faint sound of music, so I knew she was around somewhere. Then a movement behind the last rink caught my eye, at the very back of the building. I could tell from where I was standing that the door to the back of the rink was open. I’d always known it was there, from where I score kept I could see it, but I’d never thought there was anything behind on that side of the rink, just the end of the facility. Through the glass, however, I could see Taylor was doing something, so I started in that direction.
 
   She didn’t see me coming, but while I drew closer I noticed that she was exercising. I reached the side of the rink and leaned against the glass right as she reached for a bar above her head, and not yet seeing me she began to do pull ups. If I’d been counting I may have been impressed, seeing as I knew for a fact I couldn’t even do one, but while she was in her skates and baggy hockey pants, the only thing that covered her upper body was a sports bra. It was distracting, the way the pants rode low on her hips and her exposed, lean abdomen tensed with every upward shift. I’d been able to quell my lustful attraction to Taylor with tender moments and romance, but the view before me made it extremely difficult to keep my thoughts in check.
 
   I heard Taylor chuckle at catching me watching her, and even though she was a little out of breath she counted with the last two pull ups, “ninety-nine, one hundred.” Then she dropped down from the bar.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh and roll my eyes at the exaggerated count while she skated over and planted a kiss on my forehead. “Do you do this every morning?” I asked.
 
   Now that she was close though, I couldn’t resist placing my hand flat on her stomach, just to feel. I disguised the action like I was using her for balance while I stood on my tiptoes, since on skates she was now a few inches taller, and pecked her on the lips.
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded and ran her arm across her forehead to wipe off the bit of sweat. “But the last couple mornings I was out of the shower by the time you woke up.” I nodded in understanding, and she began to skate backwards toward the door of the rink. “I just got to do five more laps and then I’m done.”
 
   I followed her to the door, where I stood and watched her go around the rink. I knew she was a powerful skater, but because there were rarely breakout opportunities for defenders in hockey, I’d never seen until now what she was really capable of. When she said laps, she meant nonstop pushing around the rink, and she was fast. So fast that I found myself wondering how she didn’t wipe out as she was cutting around the corners of the nets. It didn’t take her long at all to finish five laps, and by the time she was done I could feel myself gawking. I had that reaction people get when they see someone do something impressive, and it makes them even sexier.
 
   I was standing in the doorway blocking it, so when Taylor reached me and I didn’t move because I was still staring at her, she laughed and waved a hand in front of my face. “What?”
 
   “I knew you were hot, but,” I giggled and, deciding I was comfortable enough with her to be openly flirtatious, gave her an obvious up-down, “damn!”
 
   Taylor’s cheeks flared red, but it must have been from flattery instead of embarrassment, because she grinned and picked me up. “You think I’m sexy.”
 
   Once she had me off the ground with an arm around my waist, she used her other one to scoop up my legs. It was when she started skating with me in her arms that I let out a light-hearted shriek. “Where are we going?”
 
   “To the bedchamber, fair maiden!” Taylor tried to keep a straight face as she hollered in a heroic old-timey voice, but she couldn’t as the last half of the sentence came out a laugh. Even I couldn’t keep from snorting with laughter, until her chuckling caused her to lean over a little, and afraid she was going to drop me I jerked and threw my arms tight around her neck. “Sorry,” she apologized, smirking amusedly at my panic, and when I gave her a teasing glare she added reassuringly, “I won’t drop you.”
 
   We reached her door, and since her hands were full I twisted the doorknob and pushed it open. Because the floors of the offices were carpet and she still had on her skates, she took small and careful steps toward the bed. When we got close her lips curled into a mischievous grin, and she tossed me toward it. She expected me to be thrown gently onto the mattress, but I’d caught her smirk, and so at the last second I wrapped my arms back around her neck, throwing her off balance and taking her down with me.
 
   She was clearly startled, and the look on her face was priceless, but once she landed on top of me the shock faded and she chuckled, “are you trying to kill us?”
 
   My only response was to grin, and as she began to push herself up to get off I wrapped my legs around her hips to hold her in place. “Where do you think you’re going?”
 
   “To… shower…” she said unsurely.
 
   With a coy smile, I pushed a stray lock of dark brown hair that had fallen from her bun behind her ear, and shook my head. She could tell by the way I was looking at her what I wanted. Kisses, and lots of them. Every time she kissed me I enjoyed the feel of her lips just a little more. This was the first and most blatant time I’d made my want known, but every day I was growing more comfortable not only receiving affection, but also asking for it. Truthfully, my fixation was becoming borderline fiendish, but I didn’t care.
 
   “It’s because I’m half-naked, isn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “That might have something to do with it,” I admitted shyly.
 
   Taylor lowered herself until her lips met mine for a moment, and then lifted herself to talk. “I’m all sweaty.”
 
   “I don’t care.” I wrapped my arms around her neck and pulled her back down.
 
   After kissing me for a few more seconds she pulled away again. “You have to try on dresses.”
 
   With a sigh I removed my arms from her neck and released my legs’ hold on her waist. “You just had to bring that up, didn’t you?” I asked, teasingly upset.
 
   “Sorry, I feel dirty.” She kissed me apologetically one more time before pushing herself up and sitting on the edge of the bed.
 
   While Taylor unlaced her skates I grabbed the television remote from off the dresser and switched on the TV, though it really wasn’t until she grabbed some clothes out of the dresser and disappeared into the bathroom that I took my eyes off of her. About twenty minutes later she came out in a t-shirt and jeans, and after draping the towel over a hook on the door she threw herself onto the bed next to me.
 
   “I’m ready now.” She grinned, folding her hands behind her head and glancing over at me expectantly.
 
   It took me a few moments to figure out what she was talking about. Then I realized she meant that she was ready to give me all those kisses I’d wanted, and the opportunity to tease was just too great. “Sorry, Charlie, that ship has sailed. I need to shower too.” I was going to get up after that, but then Taylor made a disappointed pouting face, and I couldn’t resist giving her what we both wanted.
 
   She must have known I was only going to comply by giving her a brief peck though, because when I leaned over her she made sure to put a hand behind my head so I couldn’t get away, and I couldn’t say I minded letting her kiss me a little longer. When I pulled away I was still leaning over her, and I distractedly twisted a strand of hair in my fingers, already forgetting what I was going to get up for.
 
   “Your hair’s so wavy when it’s wet,” I mused. My eyes met hers again, but she was watching me so thoughtfully I wasn’t sure she was even listening. “Hey,” I said to get her attention. “What are you thinking about?”
 
   She looked away shyly, letting out a soft giggle while her cheeks tinted. “Nothing.”
 
   Then she pushed herself up onto her elbows to kiss me, but I pulled away and raised a suspicious eyebrow at her, knowing by the look on her face she was thinking something interesting, or that I could tease her about.
 
   “What were you thinking about?” I asked again, sportively poking at her ribs this time.
 
   “Nothing,” Taylor laughed and squirmed under my fingers, but I was putting all my weight onto the elbow on the opposite side of her so I could lean over, and she was trapped. “Nothing, nothing!” she repeated, trying to wriggle free. “Don’t you need to shower?” Now I furrowed my eyebrows at her, giving a frown that must’ve looked absurd because it just made her laugh even harder, so I gave up and climbed off the bed. “Oh, I only have one towel though. If you don’t want to use mine we could just go to your place right now.”
 
   “It’s fine, I don’t care,” I shrugged and grabbed the towel off the door to take it into the bathroom with me.
 
   When I got out of the shower soon after it was time for us to leave. Taylor had straightened her hair, but as we walked out she grabbed a hat off the wall and slipped it onto her head. She decided she didn’t mind driving, since if I drove I’d have to come back here anyway to drop her off, and it didn’t take too long for us to arrive at the apartment. Walking up to the door I grabbed her hand, growing a little nervous. I was excited to have Taylor meet Jamie, and I didn’t doubt that Jamie would like her, but it still made me anxious. As we reached the door of the apartment I could hear people inside talking and laughing, so I took a deep breath before pushing it open.
 
   There was an excited scream when I walked in, and Jamie’s maid of honor, Tricia, jumped up from the couch to come over. “Jordan!”
 
   She pulled me into a tight hug since I hadn’t seen her in a while, and I had to let go of Taylor’s hand to return the embrace. The last time I’d seen her, her hair was a dirty blonde, but now she’d dyed it a chocolate-brown, which really made her light hazel eyes stand out. Though she was tall, she’d never been big, but it appeared that she’d also lost weight, maybe for the wedding.
 
   “Jordan, who’s the fox?” Jamie’s other bridesmaid, Carla, asked playfully, eyeing Taylor as she too gave me a hug hello.
 
   It hadn’t been nearly as long since I’d seen Carla, but she too looked slightly different than the last time. Her normally long black hair had been cut to her shoulders, but it was so curly that it fell in loose ringlets around her ears. I don’t know where she got her tan from since it was still winter, but her dark skin seemed to glow with a fresh bronze.
 
   Smiling dopily at Carla’s question, I turned and retook Taylor’s left hand in my own. They’d known Jamie for such a long time that they’d also known forever I liked girls, so I wasn’t concerned nor needed to explain showing affection. “This is Taylor.” Looking at Taylor, I pointed to the two women. “Taylor, this is Tricia, and Carla.” They both extended polite greetings and shook Taylor’s hand while she gave big, silent smiles in return. “Where’s Jamie?”
 
   “She’s almost done getting ready,” Carla answered, and glanced toward the hallway to shout, “Jamie! Your sister’s here!”
 
   “Trish, how’s Illinois?” I asked while she and Carla resumed their seats on the couch, and I let go of Taylor’s hand to grab two of the chairs from the kitchen table.
 
   “All work and no play.” She rolled her eyes. Almost a year ago she’d taken a job at a university coaching women’s volleyball. She loved it, but from what I understood, managing a group of athletes was tough work.
 
   I nodded understandingly, and to include Carla glanced over at her, scowling teasingly. “What about you? What’s your excuse for not being around in a while?”
 
   “Same old, same old,” Carla laughed sarcastically. Changing the subject with a wave of her hand, she pointed back and forth between Taylor and I. “I want to know about this.”
 
   Tricia nodded in eager agreement, and I could feel my cheeks tint at their interest. “What about it?” I asked shyly.
 
   “How long’s it been?” Carla leaned forward and propped her chin in her hand.
 
   “Just a few weeks,” I answered simply, growing shier by the second.
 
   As I answered Taylor pushed up the sleeves of the jacket she was wearing, and Tricia’s eyes lit up excitedly. “Oh! Can I see your tattoo?” Taylor pulled her arm out of the sleeve and extended it across the table so the two bridesmaids could see. “It goes all the way up? Did it hurt?” Tricia asked, both her and Carla leaning forward to look at it.
 
   “Some places,” Taylor answered, lifting the short sleeve of her t-shirt so they could see it went up to her shoulder.
 
   I was a little surprised she answered the question verbally, and with that surprise came the worry that I was putting Taylor in an uncomfortable situation. She was going to meet my sister, maybe she felt obligated to talk so she wouldn’t make a bad impression. That thought made me worry even more, so much that I could feel my heartbeat pick up, and I felt the urge to run Taylor out of here and protect her.
 
   “What are these?” Carla asked, pointing to the constellations on Taylor’s arm.
 
   “My family’s birthdays,” Taylor told her, and it came out so casual it was like there wasn’t even a story behind it. Now I really felt bad, and I started fearing that Taylor would be upset with me for putting her in this position.
 
   Carla nodded, but before anyone could say anything else Jamie came strolling out of the hallway. “Okay, we ready? Dress shop opens in fifteen.” As she neared us her eyes landed on Taylor and she stopped, an enormous grin spreading across her face. “Are you Taylor?” she asked, already rushing forward with her arms spread wide. Jamie pulled Taylor out of her seat and into a hug, shaking her back and forth excitedly. “Thank you for taming my baby sister. She never tells me about hockey or anything but all she talks about now is you and how good you are and how much she likes you.”
 
   “Oh my God, Jamie, stop,” I mumbled in embarrassment, my cheeks flaming red while I could hear Carla and Tricia snickering from the couch.
 
   “What?” Jamie asked like she couldn’t figure out why I was embarrassed, and released Taylor from her grasp. “And she’s so pretty!” While Jamie said that she grabbed Taylor’s face between her hands, giving her another shake.
 
   “Dear God.” I covered my face with my hands and purposefully marched to the front door, swinging it wide open. “Can we go now?”
 
   Jamie just shrugged and waved for Carla and Tricia to follow her out. I was shaking my head while the three of them passed me, but when Taylor got to my side and I could hear her chuckling with pure amusement at how she’d been assaulted, I looked up at her curiously. There was an entertained glimmer in her eyes as she kissed me on the cheek, and I could tell she was thinking something along the lines of ‘you’re so cute when you’re embarrassed.’ Thankfully she didn’t dwell on the experience, and instead took my hand to lead me outside.
 
   “We’ll follow you there,” I called to Jamie, who was parked a couple cars away on the side of the street.
 
   “Whose car is that?” she asked at seeing what we were about to get into. When I threw my thumb toward Taylor, Jamie’s lips curled into an impressed smile, and she called back playfully, “you’re doing alright so far, Taylor. Keep it up and I might let you keep my little sister.”
 
   My face tinted again while I opened the door, murmuring to Taylor, “don’t even acknowledge her, just get in.”
 
   Taylor followed my instructions, but that didn’t keep her from laughing the whole time. “She means well.”
 
   While Taylor pulled onto the street to follow Jamie I reached over and grabbed her hand. “If by well you mean embarrassing, then yeah. That’s exactly what she means.” Then I pushed myself up and over so I could press my lips to her cheek. “Thank you for being such a sport.”
 
   She nodded as if to say no problem, and giggled and turned her head a little to try and catch my lips when I continued to kiss her cheek. After a few seconds she stopped. “I guess I should warn you that they’re all watching right now.”
 
   I turned my eyes toward the road, laughing when I found she was right. Carla and Tricia were turned around in the car ahead of us with little attempt to conceal their observing, and I could just make out Jamie’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
 
   “They’re such nerds.” I rolled my eyes, and in good fun just to make sure they knew we could see them, I made an obscene gesture. Taylor chuckled when at the gesture they rapidly turned around, acting like they hadn’t been watching. “I’m sorry,” I apologized. “They’ve never really seen me in a relationship before, I think they’re just curious.”
 
   “It’s okay,” Taylor said with a reassuring smile. “It doesn’t bother me.”
 
   “Oh, and also,” I started at remembering that Taylor had been speaking. “I’m really sorry about all the questions.” Then so she knew I was specifically referring to the ones about her tattoo, I slid my hand up the sleeve of her jacket. “You don’t have to talk if you don’t want to, I could explain to them later.”
 
   “No,” she told me slowly, and I couldn’t help but think she sounded unsure, “it’s fine.”
 
   “Are you positive?”
 
   “Yeah,” she replied, bringing my hand over to brush her lips over my knuckles. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and uh,” she glanced over at me thoughtfully before turning her eyes back on the street, “I just think it’s time I started to grow out of it. The silence, I mean.” I was so caught off guard I didn’t really know what to say. I’d never really thought about it, but I guess I’d just assumed Taylor would always be quiet. “I shouldn’t live like that forever, and you know, you’ve been trying so hard to overcome your fears. I should start to do the same. My parents always told my brothers and I that a big part of being in a good relationship is growing together.” Then she shrugged like she wasn’t sure if it was coming out right. “We could help each other, I guess.”
 
   “Wow… okay.” That was all I could say because I was still in shock, but I shook my head to break myself out of it. I couldn’t just say ‘wow,’ that wasn’t really supportive, was it? “I mean, I’m really proud of you.”
 
   As I gave her another kiss on the cheek, that statement resonated true. I’d never seen Taylor’s silence as a flaw, only as what made her mysterious, but now that I knew the motivation behind it I knew she was right. Even though it was hard to notice sometimes, she was still healing from her family’s death. The silence was something she would need to overcome in order to fully do that.
 
   “What do you need me to do?” I asked, wanting to do anything I could to help.
 
   “Nothing.” Her lips curled into a smile, and her thumb ran over the back of my hand. “You inspire me, and that’s more than I could ever ask for.”
 
   That, and the way she was looking at me when she said it, it effectively made my heart skip. Nobody had ever said anything like that to me before, and it was so gracious, and I could tell she was being so honest, that the only thing I could do was stare at her while I felt tears saturate my eyes. At the wetness, I leaned my head down on her shoulder so she wouldn’t see it. It wasn’t a sad watering, not in the slightest. Taylor was just always so warmhearted. I’d never been treated with the kind of fondness, with the kind of respect that she showed me. While I was learning, parts of me still didn’t know how to react or accept it, and maybe I was even still having a hard time believing I deserved it.
 
   A few minutes later we arrived at the dress shop. It was a lot bigger on the inside than it looked on the out. One half of the store was filled with bridal gowns, more than a few of them displayed on manikins, while the other half had racks and walls filled with bridesmaids’ dresses and accessories. Jamie wanted to try on her dress first, so the four of us sat in a white couch near the dressing room while she went in to try it on. She’d already picked it out from a magazine she’d showed me, but I have to admit, when she came out of the fitting room, it looked even better than on paper.
 
   “Oh my God, Jamie.” Tricia’s jaw dropped in concurrence with my thoughts, and she put a hand over her mouth in shock.
 
   “You look gorgeous!” Carla shrieked.
 
   Jamie stepped up onto a small platform to look at herself in the mirror while I nodded my agreement. “It’s so beautiful.”
 
   Jamie turned around, clapping her hands together happily, and her eyes fell on Taylor. It didn’t seem like she was waiting for Taylor to express an opinion, but Taylor spoke up anyway, just in case. “Absolutely stunning.”
 
   “I like her,” Jamie winked playfully, pointing at Taylor and then turning back to look at herself in the mirror. “Oh! I love it!”
 
   “I’m so glad.” The employee, a slightly older woman in her early fifties, grinned at Jamie. “Did you want to try on any others?”
 
   Jamie instantly shook her head. “This is the one.” One thing I liked about Jamie, when she set her sights on something she wanted, she was sure. Meaning we wouldn’t be here all day. “I need shoes!” She gleefully picked up the hem of the dress and hopped off the platform, pointing to Tricia, Carla, and I. “You guys try on your dresses while I find some.”
 
   After she showed the employee which of the dresses she wanted the three of us to try on for the wedding, the woman brought us our sizes. Taylor waited patiently on the couch while I tried on the first dress. It was a dark blue spaghetti strap, modest around the back while hugging my curves and falling straight around my legs. The three of us had to walk out and model this first one for Jamie, and I made playful faces at Taylor the whole time. The second dress was a light, creamy blue. As a wedding dress, it was a little too short for my comfort, and I wasn’t a fan of the short sleeves, but I walked out wearing it along with Tricia and Carla. This time, while Taylor was close, she was walking around in a nearby section of accessories, but she made sure to give me a grin when she saw me walk out. Fortunately, Jamie didn’t like the dress either, so she sent us back in to try on the last one.
 
   This one was the brilliant turquoise that she’d showed me from the magazine. It was strapless, the bottom of it angled and lightly pleated, falling just below the knees. I got it on easily enough, but unlike the other ones there was nothing but a zipper in the back to hold it up. A zipper that I couldn’t reach. The employee was still helping Jamie pick out shoes, and each of the dressing rooms were like their own separate rooms, so I couldn’t be sure if Tricia or Carla were done yet.
 
   “Taylor?” I called, holding the top of the dress so it wouldn’t fall off, hoping she wasn’t too far away now and could hear me. A few seconds later there was a light knock on the door. “Yeah, come in. Can you zip me up?”
 
   The moment Taylor opened the door I burst into laughter. She’d found the bridal hats, and now had one on her head that looked the size of a hula-hoop, with white flowers and lacey ruffles all over the droopy sides of it. “I’m going to start wearing hats like this,” she said seriously, trying hard to keep a straight face.
 
   “It’s totally you,” I teased, trying to play along, but I couldn’t. It was too ridiculous. So when I started cracking up again she shrugged and tossed it to the floor in the corner of the room, then put her own hat back on her head. “What do you think?” I asked, one hand still pressed over my breasts to keep the dress on.
 
   Taylor’s eyes looked me up and down, the hint of a pleased smile on her face. “It brings out your eyes, but…” There was a ‘but,’ which made me turn to look at myself in the mirror. But what? Chuckling at my concern, Taylor stepped behind me, and still looking myself over I moved my hair to the side so she could zip up the back. “But isn’t the bride supposed to be the most beautiful girl at the wedding?”
 
   I giggled shyly at the compliment, making Taylor give a coy smile in return, and when I felt her hands grab the back of the dress I let go of the front. As she started to move the zipper up her head lowered to my bare shoulder, and with the first open-mouthed peck she planted my breath caught in my throat. I couldn’t see her eyes in the mirror, the whole top half of her face was covered by the bill of her hat. All I could see was her lips. Those soft, perfect lips, landing gently again higher up my shoulder. My entire body flushed with heat as I watched and felt her kiss me.
 
   It seemed so innocent. Her hands were on the zipper, she wasn’t touching me, and the kisses were light and sweet. Our making out hadn’t even reached the hands on stage, and she’d never kissed me anywhere except my face or hands. But that flush of heat was far from innocent, and the closer she got to my neck the worse the craving grew. Taylor had to have known that reaching my neck would have been going too far though, because she stopped just at the base of it and finished with the zipper.
 
   Her eyes met mine in the mirror, and she must have been able to tell the effect she’d had on me, because she gave a small, blameless smile. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”
 
   Once again I was speechless, so instead of saying anything I turned and wrapped my arms around her neck, not wasting a second in pressing my lips to hers. When her hands set on the small of my back, pulling me just a little closer, I could tell she was pleased with herself by the way I could feel a smirk against my mouth. I was just beginning to get lost in the kiss when a knock on the door startled me so much I jumped back. I sighed disappointedly, since it seemed that I couldn’t even get a few uninterrupted seconds today. Then again, it may have been a lot longer than a few seconds, I could never be sure when I was with Taylor.
 
   “We’re waiting for you,” Jamie called through the door. “And no making out in the dressing room.”
 
   Taylor laughed while I rolled my eyes and pushed open the door. “I’m going to get you back for all this embarrassment one day,” I threatened, strolling out.
 
   “How?” Jamie challenged with a chuckle, putting her hands on her hips.
 
   “I don’t know, I’ll,” I started with a glare, “I’ll teach your future children to say vulgar things in public.”
 
   Jamie made an offended face and, when Taylor snorted with laughter, pointed a playfully accusing finger at her. “You’re losing points, little missy.” Then she motioned for me to stand next to Tricia and Carla. “These are it. I love them! What do you guys think?”
 
   I nodded along with the praises from Carla and Tricia, and after it was decided I started heading back into the dressing room to put my normal clothes back on. I was turning to shut the door when I realized Taylor had been absentmindedly following me. I knew it was because she’d just come out with me that she’d been thinking of going back in, and not the prospect of getting to see me change, because when I stopped in front of her and blocked the way she jumped a little bit. The freckles on her cheeks disappeared behind a light blush, and with an apologetic smile she turned and headed for the couch outside. I didn’t care about changing in front of her, and I definitely wasn’t self-conscious or shy. With her lips against my bare skin still fresh on my mind, I wasn’t taking any chances. More temptation than I already had was the last thing I needed, and just maybe the last thing I’d be able to resist.
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   I was trying hard to focus on studying my finance textbook while I sat at the desk in my room, but the steady tapping of a pen against a pad of paper was making it hard to concentrate. “Will you knock it off already?” I said to Victoria, who was sitting on my bed, and despite my aggravation at the sound I couldn’t help but laugh at how disinterested she looked.
 
   “This is so boring,” she protested, picking up the notebook and tossing it farther down the bed away from her.
 
   I just shrugged. “You’re the one who said you wanted to come over and study.”
 
   “Yeah, but when I said study,” she started, pointing her pen at me to further her point, “I really meant hang out.” I laughed and shut my textbook, throwing up my hands to let her know I’d given up reading. She grinned and straightened up excitedly. “How’re things with Taylor?”
 
   “They’re good,” I chuckled. Figures she’d want to talk about that. I couldn’t blame her though. It had been a while since she’d asked. Victoria raised an unsatisfied eyebrow at me, trying to get me to continue. “Okay, things are really good. She’s so sweet, and she makes me laugh all the time.”
 
   “Is she a good kisser?” Victoria asked, not a hint of shame marring her features. I felt blood rush to my cheeks at the question. The answer was undoubtedly yes, but talking about it was something I hadn’t done yet. “Oh, you’re blushing,” Victoria teased. “Come on, Jordan, say it. She’s really good isn’t she?”
 
   “Yes, okay?” I said quickly in order to stop her merciless inquiry. “Yes, she’s an amazing kisser.”
 
   Victoria giggled triumphantly, then squinted at me, raising her eyebrows suggestively. “Have you guys uh, you know…”
 
   “Vic!” I whined, trying desperately to stop these kinds of questions. I’d never been one to share those details. I don’t know why she thought I’d start now. “No, but stop asking that stuff or I’m not going to answer any more questions.”
 
   “Fine,” she sighed in defeat. “What’d you do to her anyway?”
 
   I laughed at the seemingly delinquent accusation. “What do you mean?”
 
   “She said hi to me last week,” Victoria told me, her eyes wide as if she was still in shock. “Like, actually said hi, and then she asked me how I was doing.” Now I really couldn’t help but laugh, though I was glad that Taylor truly was starting to speak to people. “Did you break her or something?”
 
   “No!” I chuckled, deciding I should offer some sort of explanation. “You were right, about her being silent because of trauma. She’s just trying to move on from it. So don’t give her a hard time about talking to you.”
 
   “I won’t,” she responded reassuringly, and cocked her head. “What happened?”
 
   I trusted Victoria more than anyone, and I knew if I ever needed to talk to her about anything I could, but that wasn’t my story to tell. Taylor hadn’t said to keep it a secret, but the last thing I wanted to do was betray her trust by telling even Victoria about it.
 
   So I answered honestly, “I don’t know how she’d feel about me telling you.”
 
   I could tell she was a little disappointed, but she nodded understandingly. “I guess that’s fair.” Her legs had been folded beneath her, but now she stretched them out and leaned back on her hands, tilting her head while she looked at me.
 
   For a minute we sat there quietly, but after that I raised my eyebrows, curious as to why she was still staring. “What?”
 
   Victoria gave a small smile and shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just good to see you smiling again. Like, really smiling. You like her a lot, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, I do,” I told her candidly, an unstoppable grin turning up one corner of my mouth. “It’s so weird, but nothing’s ever felt so… real.” Victoria smiled at that like she was happy for me, but then her eyes turned to the pictures on my wall, and I followed her gaze to the one photo that still plagued my mind. “I still miss him though.”
 
   Victoria nodded knowingly. “Has Jamie said anything about it?”
 
   “No,” I sighed. “I don’t think she see’s a point in talking about it if she doesn’t have good news.”
 
   “Oh,” Victoria mumbled thoughtfully. To change the conversation from the suddenly somber tone it’d taken on she asked, “but the wedding is coming up soon?”
 
   “Yeah, pretty soon,” I answered. “Jamie’s getting so excited, I’ve never seen her so energized. Even I’m starting to get excited for it.”
 
   “I bet,” Victoria laughed. “Where’s everybody going to live?”
 
   “They’ve been looking at houses,” I said with a shrug. “They’re going to rent me a room when they get one so I don’t have to worry about finding somewhere else to go.”
 
   “That’s good.” She smiled, and when her phone chimed she opened it up to check the message. “Oh shit, I told Austin I’d go to dinner with him before work tonight.” She jumped off the bed, and I followed her to the front door. “I’ll see you in a couple hours.”
 
   “Okay, bye.”
 
   When she hugged me goodbye I returned the embrace, and then closed the door behind her. I made my way back into my room to continue studying. It had only been about five minutes before there was a knock at the front door, and I laughed as I glanced around the room, thinking Victoria had forgotten something. I couldn’t see anything of hers, so I trudged back to the front door to see what she wanted. I swung it open with a grin, going to tease her about missing me already, but at seeing the woman who stood outside, I froze.
 
   It wasn’t Victoria, and the first emotion that ran through me was fear. What had I done that she was back here to yell at me? What was she standing there to accuse me of now? That fear was immediately replaced by anger. I hadn’t done anything. I’d never done anything to deserve the way she treated me. How dare she come to my door after she took him from me? The nerve. I was so angry that with a scowl on my face I instantly began to shut the door on her.
 
   “Jordan, please,” she protested meekly, putting a hand on the door to stop me from closing it.
 
   When was the last time she’d said anything without being angry with me? When was the last time she’d even said my name? Even acknowledged that I was really a person. I swung the door back open and looked at her with a cold, hard, emotionless stare.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “May I come in?” she asked, and she looked just as scared as I’d felt moments ago. Good.
 
   I stood there quietly, not sure what I wanted to do. While I studied her, trying to judge her intentions, I noticed she was clenching a folded up piece of paper in her hands, and something gave me the feeling it was for me.
 
   “What’s this?” I asked, grabbing it from her before she could protest. She jumped a little, but didn’t try to stop me from taking it. I unfolded the paper, and at seeing what was written on it I didn’t know how to react. It was the letter I’d written the day she took Justin. I’d never meant for anyone to read it, especially not her. Especially not someone who could see every emotion I ever felt and not give a shit anyway. “Where did you get this?”
 
   My tone must have been biting and hostile, because she flinched. “Jamie gave it to me,” she answered apprehensively. “She had some very choice things to say as well.”
 
   I just stared at her. I’d never been so confused in my life. I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. How I was supposed to feel. Or what I was supposed to say. None of this made sense. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to deal with this. Just skip to the end where she hurts me so I can start getting over it.
 
   “So…” I started slowly again, handing the letter back, unsure of what she was here for. “What do you want?”
 
   “A chance,” she said softly. “To apologize. Please, may I come in?”
 
   Hesitantly, I stepped aside. Though, I wasn’t really sure I wanted her to apologize. What would it mean anyway? It wouldn’t erase the years of damage she’d done. It wouldn’t fix that she’d taken Justin away. All it would do is confuse me even more. I didn’t want to know if she had a side to the story. Didn’t want to feel sympathy for her. If she got a chance to explain herself, even if I didn’t believe a word she had to say, I couldn’t look at her the same. Couldn’t blame how she treated me on the cold hard fact that she was a heartless bitch. I didn’t want to know if she had a heart. Couldn’t handle knowing just maybe she cared and had still treated me the way she did, because that would hurt even worse.
 
   Just as hesitantly, she strode to the couch and sat down. I didn’t want to be near her, so I stood on the opposite side of the coffee table, arms folded over my chest. “Well?” I said expectantly, wanting her to get it over with already.
 
   “Jordan,” she started, sounding shaky, like she might be about to cry. But I didn’t care. She should cry. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “For what?” I asked harshly. I wanted her to say it. Wanted to see if she knew exactly what she should be sorry for.
 
   She looked down at the letter she held in her hand. “For never being there, when you needed me or your father.”
 
   When she looked back up at me there were tears in her eyes, but it didn’t make me sympathetic. It made me angry all over again. I no longer wanted her to cry. She didn’t deserve it. She hadn’t earned it.
 
   “Do you have any idea what I’ve been through?” I asked bitterly, it took every ounce of control I had not to full on yell. “What you put me through? You weren’t just not there when I needed you. You turned your back on me. You went out of your way to shut me out. What the hell am I supposed to say you?”
 
   “Let me explain,” she begged. Her eyes were still wet, but she hadn’t let any tears fall. I just stood there, waiting to hear it now. My anger made me ready to listen. I wanted to hear everything she had to say so I could tell her it was all bullshit. “You remember how hard things were when you were little. Your father and I struggled just to put food on the table.” She paused, but I stared at her, waiting for the part that made a goddamn difference. “Life was stressful for us. Then we found out what he’d been doing to you. And oh, Jordan, we just felt so… guilty.” Now a tear fell down her cheek, and she wiped it away with the tips of her fingers, careful not to smear her makeup. “I blamed myself, but more than that I blamed your father. He’d been your father’s friend, and I grew so resentful that your dad didn’t see it. I came so close to hating him. With our financial struggles, and then that, it almost tore us apart.”
 
   “So it’s my fault?” I glowered angrily, assuming that’s where she was going with this.
 
   “Heavens, no. None of that was your fault,” she said quickly, and I don’t know if it was my animosity or the memory, but more tears dropped. “But I was so afraid it was my fault, and your father’s. I could hardly look at you without feeling tortured. Without feeling like I’d failed, like I deserved a greater punishment than even he received.” I could feel my anger fading, and I struggled to keep it strong. I didn’t want to listen anymore, fearful that I might feel bad for her. “It was so wrong of us to ignore what happened, but I want you to know that it’s not because I didn’t care, but because I was so afraid of facing my own transgressions. I was afraid that if I blamed myself, then you would start to blame me too. I cried for you every night.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I still couldn’t say I forgave her, but maybe I understood. I was fighting it though. Fighting the sympathy. Fighting the realization that she’d been hurt too. “That’s no excuse.” Holding my ground was getting difficult, and I could feel a lump in my throat, leading to a wetness behind my eyes, but I refused to let her see me cry, to let her know she was getting to me. But honestly, my whole life I’d just wanted them to love me.
 
   “I’m not trying to make excuses,” she sniffled, looking up at me sadly. “I’m hoping you’ll give me a chance to make it up to you.”
 
   “You’ve got about fourteen years of making up to do,” I scoffed sarcastically, and my tone made her flinch again. Just like that she wanted me to get over it? There was only one thought that crossed my mind though. The one thing I truly cared about, and it was the kindling I needed to keep the raging fire going. “How could you think I’d hurt Justin? The fuck is wrong with you?”
 
   That really made her cringe, and she instantly turned her gaze to the floor, but not before I caught the immeasurable amount of shame on her face. “I panicked,” she offered awkwardly. “We weren’t sure how what happened affected you. I was so afraid of history repeating itself, and I was so wrong. I’m sorry.”
 
   I should’ve let it go. Should’ve just dropped it, but now was my chance to get it all off my chest, because I wasn’t sure I was ever going to speak to her again after this. And I felt something inside me snap. “Did you ever think if you pulled your head out of your ass for two goddamn seconds and talked to me about being molested you might be able to find out?” I was pretty sure my choice of words was getting to her too, but I didn’t care if she found it offensive. She wanted to make it up to me, then she was going to sit there and take it. “I mean… Fuck. I needed help and support getting over it. Maybe you cared and felt bad but it sure as hell didn’t feel like it. Then what? You want to finally help me when I tell you I’m gay? Well you know what, I’ve known I was gay since I was five. He didn’t have a damn thing to do with it.” I paused to take a breath, and then pointed a finger at her angrily. “And just because I’m a lesbian doesn’t make me a pervert. But I guess you wouldn’t know since you haven’t paid attention to me since I was eight.”
 
   After that I paused again, and she just sat there, blinking at me like she was in shock. So I continued, and though my tone was still sarcastic, I was too tired to keep up the anger. “How are you going to make it up to me? Huh? Spend some quality time. Give me all those parental speeches you guys missed out on growing up. Let me talk to you about girls.” When I said that she cringed again, clearly still not fond of my sexuality, and I felt that anger flare up again. I didn’t know where it was coming from, and maybe later I’d feel ashamed at how I was talking to her, but right now I had fourteen years worth of things to say. “You want me to understand how you felt all this time, well then let me explain what it was like for me.”
 
   I could tell she didn’t like it, but she sat there quietly, letting me get it off my chest. “Let’s start at the beginning. I was a sad, scared little kid, afraid of a shadow if it was bigger than me and moved too fast. Then high school, still didn’t think my parents even liked me, but you know what, I had the courage to come out to you anyway. And you know how you responded?” I stopped, but she didn’t say anything. “Let me remind you. You kicked me out and broke my heart. Now that I truly felt like nobody could ever love or accept me, you know how I got to feel wanted and needed all these years? I had meaningless sex with girls as often as I could.” She cringed once more, and I couldn’t help but be slightly satisfied that she felt uncomfortable. “The truth isn’t so pretty is it? Knowing I wasn’t happy all this time because of you. Oh, and here’s the shocker, now that I’m finally learning to be happy on my own and get over the fact that maybe I’ll never have parents who give a shit, guess who shows up at my door!”
 
   She was still in shock, but tears were streaming down her face. “So angry,” she murmured, mostly to herself, and it made her cry even more. Maybe she really did feel guilty.
 
   “You think?” I asked sarcastically. “Still want to try making it up to me? Because if you’re going to fucking bail when you actually realize how much you hurt me, then you can just fucking leave.”
 
   When I finished she reached into her purse and pulled out a napkin to wipe away the tears. It took her a while with how much she was crying to be able to speak, but I sat there waiting, too tired of talking to say any more.
 
   “Yes,” she said gently, glancing up at me for a moment before shamefully looking away again. “I want to.”
 
   I have to admit I was a little surprised. Part of me expected her to be so uncomfortable, so unsure after my ranting and raving that she would change her mind. “Do I get to see Justin?” That was the only thing I cared about. The only thing I wanted from her.
 
   She took in a deep breath, trying to stop her crying so she could speak to me more easily. “Jamie and Cameron are coming over for dinner next Saturday. We’d like you to come.”
 
   “Do I get to see my little brother?” I repeated. I wanted to hear it straight from her lips.
 
   “Justin will be there.” She nodded, eyeing me carefully and dabbing at another tear.
 
   Now I sighed, and tiredly rubbed my eyes before going to the front door and opening it. “I need to think about it.”
 
   She wiped at her eyes a couple more times before putting the napkin back in her purse and standing. She made her way to the door, stopping in front of me. I could feel her looking at me, but I refused to meet her gaze. A moment later, she was gone. It was surreal, and I felt numb, but I knew I wouldn’t feel that way for long. I could feel the emotion I tried to hide from her bubbling up. I took off running to my room and grabbed my car keys. By the time I got to the hockey rink a few minutes later I almost couldn’t hold it together any more. Luckily, I didn’t have to do much searching, because Taylor was at the front desk. I grabbed her hand and dragged her as fast as I could into her office, and the second the door was closed behind us I wrapped my arms around her waist and burst into tears.
 
   Her arms encircled my shoulders, and she pulled me close while I buried my face against her shoulder. “Jordan, what happened?” Her voice was saturated with worry, but I couldn’t speak to tell her.
 
   When she realized I couldn’t get it out she held me tighter and rested her cheek on the top of my head. It took a while, but eventually I was calmed enough to talk again. “My mom came over,” I told her, not letting go of her or moving my head from her shoulder.
 
   “What did she want?” Taylor asked. She was so calm that it was soothing, and though I was still crying, I could feel myself relaxing. It was like no matter what, with Taylor, everything would be okay.
 
   “To apologize.” My sob came out a laugh, as even saying it after everything I’d been through sounded ridiculous. If Taylor was shocked, I couldn’t tell, because she remained unmoving in her comfort. “She said she felt so guilty after what happened to me that she could hardly look at me. That’s why they were never there, they couldn’t live with it.” I sniffled as tears continued to stream down my face. “And things just started coming out of my mouth. I got so mad I just started ranting at her, and after that she still said she wanted to make it up to me.”
 
   I pulled away to look at Taylor, to see if she was reacting at all. When she released me, she looked caring but attentive, and brought her hands to my face to wipe away the tears. “After everything,” I continued, “she thinks she could just say she’s sorry and I’ll accept it. Like it makes it all better and they can be part of my life again.” A couple more tears fell, but I could feel that they’d be the last. I’d shed enough tears for those people. I was done. “How could she ever expect me to trust them again? They don’t understand what it was like. How could they think I’ll just forget it and get over it?”
 
   Taylor’s thumbs ran gently over my soaked cheeks, and she pulled me into another hug. “Forgiving doesn’t have to mean forgetting. I’m sure they know they’ll have to earn your trust.”
 
   “But what’s the point? I don’t need them anymore.” I tried to act strong, but my statement didn’t come out as decided as I’d wanted it to, and deep down, I knew it wasn’t true.
 
   “Don’t you think it might be worth it?” she asked, planting a soft kiss on my forehead. “Are they going to let you see Justin?”
 
   “Yeah, but-” I paused. Seeing Justin was the best thing I could think would come out of this, but I wasn’t positive it was for sure. “What if they just take him away from me again? If they decide they messed up and they really don’t want me around. How can I ever trust them if I can’t even accept that they’re truly sorry? That they even really get it.”
 
   Taylor was quiet for a minute like she was trying to think of a response, and eventually she gave a soft sigh. “You know, after the accident, all that anger I had was for the driver of the other car. He didn’t survive either, but I actually wished he had so I could hurt him. So I could cause him the same pain he caused me.” Taylor’s arms tightened around me, and I felt her take another deep breath. “Mitch always used to tell me that you don’t forgive people because they need it, you forgive them because you need it. Every bit of anger I felt years ago, it didn’t cause the dead driver any pain. All it did was hurt me, every day, and it almost ruined me.”
 
   She pushed me away a little bit so she could look me in the eyes. “I know it’s not the same, and I know it’s hard to let it go after everything they put you through, and I’m not saying you have to trust them. But maybe you shouldn’t look at it as doing them a favor. Maybe you should look at it as doing something for you.”
 
   I dropped my face so that my forehead was resting against her chin. It was hard to admit because the idea of letting them get at all close to me was terrifying, but Taylor might have been right. I would get to see my brother again, get to have a conversation with my parents again, but it all seemed too good to be true. What if they just ended up hurting me? Or what if I tried to let it go, but could never really get over it and forgive them? What kind of person would that make me? Even though I was afraid and acted otherwise, I knew I’d always wanted it. I just wanted to be a part of my own family.
 
   “You really think I should try?”
 
   “Do I think you should? Yes,” Taylor answered softly. “I can’t make the decision for you though, and if you decided you didn’t want to, I wouldn’t try to convince you otherwise. But I think you have an opportunity to show them how amazing you are in spite of everything you’ve been through.”
 
   I thought about it for another minute, my forehead still tilted against her chin, before I sighed and kissed her on the cheek. It was as though she knew what I wanted to hear, and she knew exactly how to reassure me. “Thanks.” As I pulled out my cellphone I didn’t let her go, and for support she still held me tight. I dialed the number engrained in my memory since childhood, wondering if my mother had even gone home after she left the apartment.
 
   “Hello?” Sure enough, she was there.
 
   “It’s Jordan,” I said weakly, as if she wouldn’t recognize my voice. “I’ll come to dinner.”
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   Sitting at the edge of my bed I grabbed my tennis shoes, slipping them on one by one. With a deep breath I straightened up, then bent forward again and rested my elbows on my knees at the sudden queasiness I got when I exhaled. We weren’t even on our way to dinner yet and it was already nerve-racking. Aside from not knowing how to act when we got there, there was a nagging presage in the back of my mind that said this was a bad idea. A really bad idea. Not to forget that I already felt sick. It remained to be told if I could even stomach food without hurling from the anxiety.
 
   After a few moments the squeamishness subsided a bit, and I stood to head out to the living room. Jamie was sitting on the couch, flipping through a wedding magazine and looking at decorations, so I stiffly sat down next to her. I was so tense and rigid, I imagine if I kept standing I would have passed out already from lack of blood flow. I couldn’t even be sure I was breathing, and it got so bad that I had to fall against the back of the couch because I was getting too weak.
 
   “Are you okay?” Jamie asked, glancing up from her magazine to look over at me. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”
 
   My head drooped to the side so I could meet her eyes with mine. “I don’t know if I can do this,” I confessed.
 
   She continued to study me for a few seconds before she spoke again. “Do you want some water or something?”
 
   I nodded, and when she got up to get it I collapsed over where she’d been sitting, lying down on the couch. I knew I was probably psyching myself out, and how I felt was surely one hundred percent mental, but I couldn’t help it. I was scared. When Jamie got back I slowly pushed myself up so she could take her seat, and then sipped on the water while she watched me.
 
   “You’re not,” she started, and paused for a second to eye me carefully, “mad at me, are you? For giving Mom the letter.”
 
   Shaking my head, I put the half-empty cup on the coffee table and then leaned back against the couch, setting my hands flat against my stomach like the feeling would help ease it. “What did you say to her anyway?”
 
   Jamie leaned back too, and turned onto her shoulder so she could look at me. “Lots of things, most of it was probably just angry gibberish. Cameron had to drag me away after a few minutes.” She chuckled. “I asked what Grandma would say if she knew everything that had happened. I told her that I’d never met a more selfish person in my life. That being a mother doesn’t mean she gets to choose her responsibilities.” Jamie laughed again, giving a slight roll of the eyes. “You know how they are, so I threw so much religion at her I could see the fear of God in her eyes.” With another giggle she continued in a mocking voice, repeating what she’d said. “You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you’ll see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s. Or uh, just as I have loved you, you are to love one another.” As I chuckled, Jamie shrugged and sighed. “I don’t know. I’m sorry if I invaded your privacy by reading the letter, but reading it just made me so mad at them. I should’ve done something about this a long time ago, and for that, I owe you a huge apology.”
 
   At that, and out of nowhere, an unexpected tear dropped from Jamie’s eye and ran down the black leather of the couch. With an embarrassed huff of breath she wiped it off, and I could do nothing but pull her into a hug. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”
 
   “It is kind of my fault,” she protested, wrapping her arms around me. “I never stuck up for you like I should have. Like you deserved.”
 
   I didn’t know what to say. Maybe it would’ve been nice if she’d been more blunt with my parents about where she stood on the issue. Perhaps she’d even had the power to change how my life played out, but I’d never blamed Jamie for any of this, and I wouldn’t start now.
 
   “Please, don’t blame yourself. You’re my sister and I love you.”
 
   She squeezed me tight for a moment before pulling away. “You don’t have to go tonight if you don’t want to. I’ll tell them to blow it out their rears. It’s the least I could do.”
 
   I laughed at the idea, but shook my head. “No, it’s okay. Really, I just want to see Justin. I guess if it turns out they’re actually acting like parents these days, I’ll see how I feel about eventually letting them off the hook.”
 
   Jamie opened her mouth to respond, but as she did her phone began to vibrate on the coffee table. “Hello?” she asked when she picked it up. “Okay. Be right there.” Standing, she hung up the call and glanced at me. “Cameron’s outside. You ready?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, I nodded and stood. Cameron was in his car waiting for us, so I climbed into the back seat when we reached him. Already I could feel the nerves returning, and they only increased until they came to a peak as I got out of the car in front of the house. Then I just felt like running. The outside alone was full of memories. The neighborhood sidewalk Victoria and I used to run on, racing each other to the park down the street. It was getting dark, but I could still see the crosswalk a few houses down where I always made Victoria cross the street with me, because the next house too closely resembled his house, and I was afraid to go anywhere near it. There was the patch of grass at the base of the tree in the yard that was worn to dirt, because whenever we’d climb it my favorite dog, Star, ran in circles, trying to figure out a way up with us.
 
   Then there was the front porch. The one I ran up multiple times every day when I knew on my own it was time to go home, and not because my parents were looking for me. The one I used to sit on with that same dog, staring at whatever the neighborhood had to offer whenever my parents would get into a fight because I didn’t want to be in the house, and since they worried so much about appearances their bickering was fairly quiet and I couldn’t hear them from outside.
 
   The porch I had to brave alone the day they kicked me out, with Star staring after me from the window. It wasn’t just that I had to walk away alone, but I had to walk away with some of the neighbors watching too. Wondering what I’d done that was so wrong I couldn’t even live in my own house anymore, that those good, sweet, Christian folks had to disown their own daughter. Not all the memories from my childhood were bad, but they were a part of a life that no longer existed. Part of a life that I had no desire to revisit.
 
   Just when I was about to get back into the car, prepared to wait there until Jamie and Cameron were done with dinner, Jamie threw an arm over my shoulder and gave me a comforting smile. “You’re not alone. Me and Cameron are here for you.”
 
   I gazed at the house for another thoughtful minute before I nodded, and with her arm still around my shoulders Jamie led me to the front door. When we reached it she pushed it open, and let me step in first while she hollered for whoever was nearby. It was weird, being back inside for the first time in four years, but I didn’t react how I’d been expecting myself to. I’d expected that by now I’d be breaking down into tears with sentimental nostalgia. However, while in reality little had changed, everything was different, and it was rather like stepping foot into a stranger’s house for the first time. That uncomfortable tension as you try to figure out your place and where you belong. That stiff reserve because you’re just not sure how the owners would feel about you touching anything.
 
   That languid curiosity as you scope things out. As you find places for things and get a feel for what kind of home you’re stepping into. It was in this respect that everything was different. It didn’t feel like a house where Mom and Dad disagree on everything. Where a little kid cowers under the blankets or clings to the dog at night, not bothering to scream or run to Mom and Dad’s room because comfort is a lost cause. Where you have to hide who you are because it’s hard enough already to make people love you.
 
   It felt like a home. Like the kind of place toys and comfort are abundant. Like the kind of place a kid could get a Band-Aid and a kiss for a scraped knee, because Mom’s around and cares. It already felt like a place I could want Justin to grow up in, and I wouldn’t have to worry about him being happy.
 
   The closest person and the first one to come out of the kitchen on the right was my mother, and at seeing her, my heartbeat picked up. “Hello, hello,” she said happily, giving Cameron and Jamie hugs.
 
   She hesitated a little when she got to me, clearly not sure the type of greeting to give. If I’d just accepted her apology when she’d come to the apartment, I don’t think it would have been as uncomfortable as this, but surely the way I’d treated her made things uncertain, and it was obvious she wasn’t sure if I’d even like her hugging me. I wasn’t sure either if I’d like it. A moment later, however, she put her arms around me in a careful, unsure hug. I was trying not to be resentful of my parents until I could figure out how they’d treat me, but that didn’t mean I had to feel comfortable around them. And the embrace, it just felt… weird. It was so weird I couldn’t even bring myself to lift my arms and return it, so I just stood there awkwardly until she let me go.
 
   That’s when my father came out of the kitchen. He’d always been tall and bulky, and his size hadn’t changed a bit. His hair was thinning now, and he’d started cutting it short so it’d be less noticeable. The mustache was new too, though it suited him. He followed my mother’s lead in giving Cameron and Jamie friendly hugs, and he too stopped when he got to me. It was like I could see every thought and consideration flashing through his blue eyes. There was the fact that he hadn’t seen me in four years and just maybe we could never have a hugging relationship. Then there was also the fact that I didn’t like being smothered by men, which he knew, seeing as I hadn’t been voluntarily near him since I was eight. Even now, as if anticipating that he’d forgotten, I felt myself leaning back a little, away from him. So we both just froze, staring at each other for a few tense seconds.
 
   “Jordan,” he greeted awkwardly, slowly extending a hand to me.
 
   I almost let out a loud sigh of relief, and shook his hand just as awkwardly. “Hi.”
 
   As I dropped his hand I heard a small gasp, and my eyes followed the sound to a small blond standing at the doorway of the kitchen. His gaze was locked onto me, clearly shocked at seeing me, hence the gasp. The surprise quickly gave way to excitement, and a grin spread across that little face.
 
   “Joh-din!”
 
   He took off running toward me, and I knelt down on one knee to give him a hug. He crashed into me so hard it almost knocked me over, but I was able to maintain my balance, and wrapped my arms tight around his tiny body.
 
   “Hey, buddy.”
 
   I laughed, choking on it as it nearly came out a joyous sob. Even though it was hard, I wouldn’t cry, not in front of everybody. But this is what I was here for, what I put up with being the most uncomfortable I’d felt in years for. For him, and as I hugged him I couldn’t help but close my eyes and take in a deep breath of his youthful scent. Dirt and strawberry jam, one of the most amazing combinations I’d ever smelled. I knew everyone was watching me, with a particular tension coming from my parents’ direction, and though I couldn’t have cared less what they thought, the last thing I wanted was for them to get any ideas. After a final squeeze I let go and picked Justin up, setting him casually on my hip. He laid his chin over my shoulder, coughing for a few seconds before he relaxed, resting limply and comfortably in my arms.
 
   “Did you miss Jordan?” Jamie asked with a laugh, and ran her fingers through his blond locks. After he nodded without moving a bit, she looked at our mom. “He’s still sick?”
 
   The corner of our mom’s mouth pursed disapprovingly, and she waved everyone into the kitchen. “We just can’t get rid of this cold. If it’s not gone by the end of next week we’re going to take him to the doctor’s.” She lifted the lid of a pot on the stove, and satisfied with the contents twisted the knob to the ‘off’ position. “Dinner’s ready. Why don’t you guys go sit down?”
 
   “Could I sit by Joh-din?” Justin lifted his head and turned in my arms so he could look at both Mom and Dad.
 
   At his asking, my heart dropped. If I took the time to think about it I’d know it wouldn’t happen, but my first thought was that they were going to pry him out of my arms. I’m sure my face displayed my fear, though nobody acknowledged it. Our dad shrugged like he didn’t care and turned for the dining room, while Mom glanced at me unsurely. I don’t know if she still thought I’d hurt him, or if she wasn’t sure whether or not I actually wanted him to sit by me, but whatever was going through her mind, after a few seconds she seemed to shake herself out of it.
 
   “Is that alright with you, Jordan? If you’d prefer he can sit with me or your father.” The way she asked me, with her voice soft and her words polite, it was like I truly was a stranger, and she was trying hard not to offend me.
 
   If she were treating me like a daughter, I knew she wouldn’t even care to ask, because why wouldn’t I want to sit by my little brother? And if I didn’t want to, then tough. She wasn’t necessarily being offensive, but I was already uncomfortable, and even more unsure of how I felt about her in the first place. All her manners were doing was succeeding in making me feel extremely out of place. Like this wasn’t my family, and I was imposing on somebody else’s family dinner.
 
   “I don’t mind,” I answered shyly. Not wanting to stand under her gaze any longer I turned to follow my father into the dining room, but not before passing Jamie a desperate look. I was really starting to wish I’d stayed in the car.
 
   I felt Jamie’s hands on my shoulders when I turned toward the dining room, and she whispered into my ear, “how you doing?”
 
   “This is so awkward,” I whispered back, and because we were nearing our dad, I added rapidly, “I don’t belong here.”
 
   After that I went to a seat on the opposite side of the table than our dad was at, and I plopped Justin down into the chair beside mine. Cameron took a seat on the other side of Justin, while Jamie stayed on the opposite side of the table, leaving the chair immediately next to our father open. We all sat there quietly for a minute, the only sound an occasional cough from Justin, until my mom came out with a plate of chicken breast. She went back into the kitchen, returning a few moments later with the pot that had been on the stove, which she also set on the table. Just as silently the dishes were passed around, and I made sure to set a piece of chicken, along with some rice and vegetables from the pot, onto Justin’s plate. I couldn’t be sure if it was just me, and I didn’t know what it was usually like when Jamie and Cameron came to dinner, but it seemed like things were too quiet.
 
   “Should we say grace?” my mother asked.
 
   At the instruction, one I’d grown up with, I stretched a hand halfway across the table for my dad to take, and I couldn’t help but smile at the fact that Justin already knew what to do too. After my father blessed the food we started eating, the sound of our forks against the plates the loudest thing in the room. Out the corner of my eye I saw Justin pick up his own fork and stab at the large piece of chicken on his plate, and a moment later my mom cleared her throat uncomfortably.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” she started politely, and when I looked up I could see she was talking to me. “Would you please hand me his plate?”
 
   I glanced down at Justin’s dish, realizing what she wanted. Geez, did I look pissed? Did I make her so uncomfortable she couldn’t even ask me to cut a little piece of chicken for the kid?
 
   “I’ll do it,” I offered, and took his utensils to cut the meat into manageable pieces.
 
   “Thank you,” she said softly, and it was quiet for another few seconds before she spoke up, trying desperately to rid the awkward silence. “Jamie, how are the wedding plans?”
 
   “They’re coming along,” Jamie grinned happily. “Everything’s almost squared away.”
 
   “I would hope so with it coming up so soon,” our mom responded cheerfully. She glanced around after that like she was missing something, and then stood, shaking her head. “Oh dear, I’ve forgotten drinks. What can I get everybody?”
 
   Everyone responded with their drink of choice, then her eyes fell on me, waiting for my reply. I really wanted to tell her a beer, or something that would release some of the tension I could feel building in my body. I couldn’t ask for one though, because I knew there would be no alcohol in the house. As long as I could remember my parents wouldn’t allow it. So I settled for some water.
 
   When she finished getting everybody something she resumed her seat and picked up the conversation where it had left off. “What’s left for planning?”
 
   “We really just need to find a caterer and order a cake,” Jamie answered, and when our mom nodded understandingly, she continued. “I can’t wait for you to see the dresses, Jordan looks especially great in hers.” She winked at me, and I knew what she was doing. She was trying to get our parents’ attention on me, but I wasn’t sure I wanted it. I didn’t feel like this was going well enough to want attention. “I’ve been trying to get her to bring a date, but it might take a little more convincing.” Now I really didn’t want the attention.
 
   “Oh?” our mother asked, looking over at me. “Do you have a date in mind?”
 
   My heartbeat picked up again. Jamie just had to bring up the one thing that I feared I could get kicked out for. Again. The last thing I needed was to remind them of why I hadn’t been around the last four years in the first place. Did I really want to go down this road? I sighed. Ah, what the hell? They were the ones who asked me to come. “Um yeah, her name’s Taylor.”
 
   My mother blink rapidly when I said ‘her,’ like she’d expected me to mention a guy. “Oh,” she said, awkwardness suddenly reestablished, and instantly tried to change the subject. “And how’s school?”
 
   At the shift, I glanced over at Jamie to give a subtle glare, and she mouthed the word ‘sorry.’ “School’s fine,” I told her, slightly embarrassed at how much more uncomfortable things had grown at the mention of my sexuality. It appeared for now the topic was off-limits, but at least she didn’t throw a fit. “I have less than a semester left.”
 
   “Very good,” she replied, forcing a polite, approving smile. “What are you getting your degree in?”
 
   God, these people don’t know anything about me. Isn’t knowing your kid’s major parenting one-oh-one? I shouldn’t have been surprised though. It’s not like I expected them to have been asking Jamie what I’d been up to the last four years.
 
   “Business finance,” I told her. She nodded in acknowledgement, but didn’t really seem to know what to say after that, so I just kept talking. “It’s not the most enjoyable major, but I picked it because it’ll help me get a job when I’m done with school.”
 
   “Everyone has to deal with money,” she agreed with a tense laugh, and shoved a bite of rice into her mouth.
 
   “Did you know Jordan started playing hockey on a travel team?” Jamie mentioned, turning her head to look at our mom. “From what I understand, she’s pretty good.”
 
   “Is that right?” she asked, appearing to relax a little now that the threat of my sexuality was fading. “How’d you get into that?”
 
   “I used to always skate with Victoria,” I told her like she should remember. Maybe if she’d ever paid any attention to me she’d remember, but who was I kidding? “She convinced me to play on a team with her. It’s really fun.”
 
   My mother nodded and dabbed at her mouth with her napkin. “How is Victoria doing? Is she still dating that boy?”
 
   I had to bite my tongue at that question to keep myself from saying something snide, and it was tough, because it felt like the elephant in the room decided to sit on me. Not only was it curious how she even knew about Austin, since Victoria had only been dating him for two years, but then there was the fact that we could talk about Victoria’s love life and not mine, for obvious reasons.
 
   “Yeah, they’re still together,” I answered tersely, and I could tell she knew I wasn’t happy about the question. If she didn’t want to acknowledge that regardless of their betrayal I was still gay, then she was only securing her own rejection. I didn’t need her to approve of my life.
 
   “Would anybody like seconds?” she asked hastily at my brusque response, pointing at the food in the center of the table.
 
   “I’d love some,” Cameron grinned, reaching for the plate of chicken. He could obviously sense the tension, but he didn’t seem fazed by any of it.
 
   Justin coughed, and then sighed and pushed his plate away. “Could I be done?” he asked, setting his chin on the edge of the table, clearly bored.
 
   “Yes, you may be excused,” our mother told him.
 
   With a grin he slid himself off the chair that was as tall as he, and when he got down he stood there, looking at me for a few seconds. “Joh-din, you want to play outside with me?”
 
   “Um-” My eyes shot to my mother, trying to judge her reaction, only she seemed to be looking at me the same way. She certainly wasn’t being helpful in showing me what I could be comfortable with. “Okay.” Just to be polite I grabbed mine and Justin’s plates, and dropped them off in the sink while I followed him.
 
   “His jacket is by the door,” I heard my mother call as we neared the back door. At least she was letting me spend time with him without protest, or supervision, though it did make me wonder if Jamie had said something to her about it.
 
   Sure enough, his jacket was on a hook near the sliding door, and after I helped him into it I turned on the light switch I knew was for the backyard. “What do you got out here?” I asked while he dragged me by the hand outside.
 
   “My playground,” he told me excitedly.
 
   The only playground I knew of when I was a kid was the one down the street, but with the lights on outside I could see a small play area. There was a six-foot high platform with a slide and an adjacent set of swings. The ‘playground’ was small, but for Justin’s own personal one, it was pretty impressive.
 
   “Did Dad build this for you?”
 
   “I helped him,” Justin told me, sitting down on a swing and waving me to the one next to him.
 
   I already felt too big for the play set, and I imagined if I weren’t so thin I’d worry about breaking it. I definitely wasn’t going to try swinging in it, so while he kicked his feet I twisted gently from side to side.
 
   “I bet you did all the work, huh?” I asked playfully.
 
   Justin giggled and shook his head. “No.”
 
   “No?” I asked in feigned disbelief, continuing with my playful tone. “But you look stronger than Dad. I bet you are.”
 
   “No, I’m not,” he laughed. “Maybe Cameron.”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “You think you’re stronger than Cameron?” When he nodded with a grin it made me laugh a little harder. I was almost positive he thought so because when they roughhoused Cameron always let him win. “Yeah, I think so too.”
 
   He shrieked with laughter that I agreed with him, and then jumped off the swing and ran to the back of the platform. “Watch me go on the slide!” he yelled, disappearing. A moment later her reappeared at the top, and screaming happily with his arms up, he slid down.
 
   “Wow, you’re fast,” I praised.
 
   He seemed to have it handled on his own, but just because the height of the platform made me a little nervous, I got up and stood next to it. He ran around to the back again, and when he got to the top he went down another time. This time, when he ran around and got back on the platform, he coughed as he sat down at the top of the slide.
 
   “You’re still sick, buddy,” I pointed out, “maybe we should go inside where it’s warmer.”
 
   At the bottom of the slide he sat there and looked up at me. “Okay, one moh’ time?”
 
   I approved, so he skipped around for one last go. When he was done we trudged back into the house, where he shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to me so I could put it back up on the hook.
 
   “That was quick,” my mother said as I strode back to the dining room and leaned against the doorframe.
 
   “He was coughing,” I told her, resuming the seat I’d been in for dinner, since it seemed like they’d all been talking. “I didn’t want his cold to get worse.”
 
   “That’s very thoughtful.” She smiled, but her voice came out so patronizingly praising that it grated on my nerves.
 
   The first remark that came to my head was something sarcastic about me actually caring about the wellbeing of others. Fortunately, I kept my tongue in check and told myself to be nice. I don’t know why that simple sentence annoyed me so much, it’s not like I thought she was trying to insult me. Though I didn’t feel exhausted, it had to be all the stress. This was more than enough socializing for me for one night, and I already had plenty enough to process.
 
   “So, Jordan,” Jamie started, “Mom wants to ask you something.” I watched her glance over at our mom and give her a forceful look.
 
   “Okay,” I said slowly, growing nervous as I waited for the question.
 
   Another look passed between them before our mother turned her gaze on me. “Would you like to continue babysitting Justin on Saturdays?”
 
   Now I understood the look. For some reason my mother was hesitant. It no longer appeared she was afraid of me hurting him, since she’d let me take him outside unsupervised, but she didn’t like something about it. I could take an educated guess what that was. Surely she didn’t want him being influenced by my sexuality, as if just being around me would turn him. No matter if she wasn’t fond of the idea, I couldn’t say no. Not just because I wanted to spend time with him, but also because I could start to prove her wrong.
 
   “Yeah, I’d love to.”
 
   “Perfect.” Jamie grinned and stood, suddenly in a hurry. “Well, this has been… pleasant.” She passed me a sly wink, like she could tell I was about ready to run out of there. “But Cameron and I have to be up bright and early for an appointment before church.”
 
   Everyone else around the table followed Jamie’s lead and stood, and we worked our ways to the front door. When we got there Jamie gave both our mom and dad hugs goodbye, and Cameron did the same. After that, it was like the greeting all over again. Only this time, because my parents hadn’t initiated the goodbyes, it was even more awkward. If I wanted a hug goodbye, then I had to go for it.
 
   But I didn’t want one. I wasn’t ready to volunteer any kind of affection. I still didn’t even like them that much. So I gave a short wave. “Thanks for dinner.” Then I rushed out the front door. I heard some ‘bye’s after I turned my back, but Jamie and Cameron were right behind me, and I could hear Jamie giggling a little bit. “Why are you laughing?” I glared as we reached the car, throwing myself in and letting out a loud sigh of relief that it was over.
 
   Jamie slid into the passenger seat. “I knew it was going to be awkward, but I was in serious need of a drink.”
 
   “Fuckin’ A.” That was all I could manage in the way of agreement, a profanity, and it helped alleviate the stress a little that I leaned back in the seat and threw a sheltering hand over my eyes. I was glad though that I wasn’t the only one who felt awkward. “I’ve never been more uncomfortable in my life. I don’t know if I can go through that again.”
 
   “I’ll talk to them,” Jamie tried to reassure me. “I just think nobody really knew what to say.”
 
   “Dad was his usual self,” I commented, “quiet.”
 
   “Some things never change,” she agreed.
 
   I nodded, but found myself hoping certain things could change, especially how my parents felt about me. In the grand scheme of things, I wouldn’t necessarily call tonight a success. But it was a start, even if a rocky one.
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   March 17
 
    
 
   Taylor had me pinned against the boards again, and I could hear her chuckling at my feeble attempts to get the puck out. It took a couple tries, but eventually I managed to push her back far enough that I could kick it away. The puck went spinning a few feet, and I expected Taylor to boost off me so she could chase after it. Instead, she just pressed me harder into the boards, and after a laugh I felt her lips on my cheek. I shoved my gloves against the glass, trying to get more leverage to get away, but she was stronger, and she just pressed tighter, planting another kiss on my cheek. Giggling, I turned my face away, only to have her go to the other side for another peck.
 
   “You’re such a cheater,” I teased, turning away again. She stretched further, unrelenting in her advances, so I teased more. “You know, by now you’d have a penalty. You better not pull this stuff in a game.”
 
   She laughed some more, giving me a final kiss before pushing off and going after the puck. There wasn’t much I could do about her getting it first, but when she started skating for the net I didn’t let up. Until she scored, which she did hardly a minute later. By that time we’d been playing for over an hour, and I was ready for another break. I plopped down with my back against the boards, and Taylor took a seat beside me.
 
   “You remember the first time you ever cheated?” I continued accusing her, thinking back to the early days of us skating together. “When you picked me up to get me away from the puck.” Taylor laughed, nodding in remembrance. “Were you flirting with me?”
 
   When I looked over her cheeks tinted a little, and I couldn’t help but smirk. “Depends,” she said, blush fading and turning a coy smile on me, “did you want me to be flirting with you?”
 
   “You’re not getting out of it that easy.” I glared playfully. “You totally were.”
 
   Taylor rolled her eyes with a laugh, and took off a glove to adjust the gray cap she was wearing. “So, you haven’t said anything all week,” she said, and when I raised a curious eyebrow at her she asked, “how was dinner?” I just sighed and dropped my arms despairingly at my sides. “That bad, huh?” she chuckled.
 
   “No, it was just super awkward,” I replied with another sigh, but added with a little more enthusiasm, “but I get to start babysitting Justin again.”
 
   “That’s really good.” She grinned happily for me.
 
   “Yeah, I was going to ask him if he wants to go to the zoo next Saturday.” Deciding she was too far away, I scooted closer. “Do you want to come?”
 
   “And meet your little brother?” she asked, and I didn’t have to look up to hear the smile in her voice. “Definitely.”
 
   “Also,” I started unsurely. I wasn’t even completely decided on my next question, because the idea of having Taylor around my parents made me more uncomfortable than that dinner, but I wanted her with me. Plus, Jamie wouldn’t stop bugging me. “The wedding is in a couple weeks. Would you be my date?”
 
   “Are you sure?” My discomfort on the topic had to have been obvious, because she glanced over at me. It wasn’t that she was hesitant, she didn’t seem to care, but she was making sure I was really okay with it.
 
   In order to let her know it’s what I really wanted, I joked, “I wouldn’t want to miss seeing you in a dress.”
 
   “Oh, is that the motive?” she laughed, and waved an accusing, gloved finger at me. “I happen to be quite sophisticated when I need to.”
 
   “I’m sure you are,” I giggled. Taylor was seriously sexy, and I had no doubt she would look gorgeous in a dress, but it was still a little hard to picture seeing as, despite her good-natured personality, she was a little rough around the edges. Mostly it was the tattoo, which I loved, though I wasn’t sure my conservative parents would feel the same way. “Did you go to your high school prom or anything?”
 
   “No,” she admitted. “I honestly haven’t been in a dress since I was a kid, but I want to go. I’ll find one.”
 
   After that she stood, ready to begin skating again, so I climbed onto my feet. I started with the puck this time, and instead of trying to take it right to the net I cruised around for a little while, keeping Taylor behind me where she couldn’t reach. Keeping her out of reach was one thing, and I could do it without much of a problem. The problem occurred when I was finally ready to shoot, and I couldn’t get past her to line up for the shot because she had the middle of the rink on lockdown, forcing me around the edges.
 
   I let her run me around half the rink for a while before I stopped, keeping the puck outside my body so she couldn’t get it. “Let me ask you something. During a game,” I started, and though she was still trying to get the puck, she nodded that she was listening. “What will it take for you to just let me get by and score?”
 
   “Just let you by me?” she repeated, stopping her defense to look at me as she laughed. “What do you have to offer?”
 
   “How about,” I kept an eye on her, pulling the puck back with a smirk when she made another jab at it. “A date?”
 
   “I already get lots of dates from you,” she teased, trying to reach around me again.
 
   I frowned. “Fine, how about a massage?”
 
   She stopped again, cocking her head at me curiously. “For how long?”
 
   “An hour?”
 
   She glanced toward the ceiling while she thought about it, and then chuckled and shook her head. “Sorry, not sure that evens things out.”
 
   I sighed, holding my hand out to push her away a little when she took another swipe at the puck. “What if,” I said, and to add a little flirtation to my next offer I poked out a hip and took the hat off her head, putting it onto my own. “It had a particularly happy ending?”
 
   I was joking, and she knew it, but that was the first time, sober, that I’d mentioned sex, and her face colored instantly. I even caught her doing an involuntary scan of my figure, and I could just imagine the thoughts that flew through her head. I had to give her props for recovering from shock quickly though, because after a few moments of staring at me wide-eyed she playfully seemed to consider my offer.
 
   “Tempting,” she mumbled. Then she gulped, though I got the feeling that wasn’t part of her teasing. “But I’ve got a reputation to uphold. I can’t be handing out goals to every girl who tries to bribe me with sex.”
 
   For the sake of my flirting, I held back a laugh and a sarcastic comment about how many offers she gets. “Your loss.” I shrugged indifferently, and immediately took advantage of her distraction and skated away with the puck.
 
   Taylor chuckled, but by the time she turned to chase after me I was already mid-shot. When the puck flew into the net I skated over and, to brag and mess with her a little, leaned back against it with my elbows tossed casually over the crossbar, like the goal was no big deal.
 
   “You,” Taylor said when she stopped in front of me. She reached behind me to scoop the puck out of the net, simultaneously planting a kiss on my lips. “Are a little tease.”
 
   With a triumphant grin, I turned the hat I was wearing around backwards, and after kissing her back I whispered playfully against her lips, “you love it.”
 
   She laughed and rolled her eyes, beginning to turn to start playing again, but I liked where our flirting was going. So I whined and put a gloved hand behind her neck to pull her back. Her lips met mine without protest, and I heard a soft thud when one of her gloves hit the ground. Directly after there was the clatter of her stick falling, followed by the next glove as she dropped everything from her hands. I don’t know if it was because of my comment hardly a minute before, or if she was just getting more comfortable with me, but the next second her bare hands were flat against my waist, sliding up my ribs. I wanted to wrap my arms around her neck and bring her closer, but I loved the way she was touching me so much that I draped my elbows back over the crossbar, leaving my body open for her to explore.
 
   Her hands moved up the outsides of my ribs, and when they came back down a few seconds later she dragged her thumbs along my stomach. The touch was exciting, and I found that I was pushing myself against her, most notably at my hips. The next time she went back up she applied more pressure, and I felt cool air against my skin as it lifted one edge of my shirt. At the feel of it, I wanted even more. I wanted it to be her warm fingers against my bare skin instead of air. I didn’t want this thin fabric coming between her and I. Those desires caused a memory to hit me, and it hit me so hard I accidentally bit into her lip with the rush of excitement between my legs.
 
   That dream I had of Taylor. Her hands were caressing my sides just like they were now. The only difference was now she remained outside my clothing, and in the dream I’d let her roam below the belt. If only she knew she could push it a little further. Through the fresh wave of arousal I had a vague thought to pull away and apologize for biting her, but I didn’t get a chance. At the accidental action her fingers dug into the small of my back, and she drew my body closer. Taylor liked it, and I couldn’t help but smirk, even in the middle of the kiss. My nipping also seemed to let her know she could push it, because after pulling me closer her thumbs slipped under the edge of my shirt, running along the soft skin below my naval and causing a delighted trembling through my spine.
 
   I nipped at her bottom lip again, more gently this time, and in response the whole of her right hand connected with my bare flesh. It made my breath catch, and the farther she slid up my stomach the more I melted into her touch. Her hand was soft and warm, and everywhere it went it left an electric tingling in its wake. It snaked its way up, just below my bra, and she brought it back down barely touching me, tickling my flesh as she dragged a single finger side to side. The relaxed hand was going back up, moving delicately over my belly button and stroking the skin along the center of my torso. A stimulated heat shot through me when the tip of her middle finger made its way beneath the base of my bra, directly between my breasts, and I was waiting eagerly for her to keep going upward when we were interrupted.
 
   There was a scoff from the door of the rink, and a second later Mitch’s voice carried to us. “Oh, come on, Taylor. Not on the rink at least!” Taylor didn’t seem embarrassed, or she was in too much of a daze, because she pulled away from me inappropriately slowly.
 
   “Did you know he was still here?” I asked hastily, shocked out of the thrill and embarrassed enough for the both of us.
 
   I knew Mitch wasn’t the biggest fan of me dating Taylor. At least it was her that had been getting handsy instead of me, and I resisted the urge to hold up my still gloved hands just to show him I was being good. Well… sort of.
 
   Taylor simply shook her head and looked over at Mitch. When neither of us answered him, he rolled his eyes. “Whatever, I’m taking off.” With a wave he turned to leave, calling back over his shoulder, “not on the rink, Taylor, I’m serious.”
 
   That’s when I realized just how far he thought we’d actually take it on the rink, and the accusation made my cheeks flush an even darker shade of crimson.
 
   Taylor turned back to me, pressing her lips to mine in a slow, deep kiss. “But, Mitch just said,” I protested weakly, not bothering to pull away too much even though I was still blushing.
 
   “I heard what he said,” she laughed, and I couldn’t suppress a delighted shudder as she planted soft pecks along my jawline. I definitely liked handsy Taylor. “When he so rudely interrupted.”
 
   “You’re not at all embarrassed?” I asked, and when she stopped kissing me I threw my arms over her shoulders and rested my forehead against hers.
 
   “It’s just Mitch.” She shrugged like it was no big deal, pulling her hat off my head and putting it back on her own. “He’s caught me doing worse.”
 
   I snorted with laughter and told her, “I don’t even want to know.”
 
   With an amused smile she kissed me one last time, and knowing that the moment was over pulled away to grab her gear. “Alright, no cheating this time,” she ordered, taking the puck to center rink.
 
   “Hey, I learned from the best,” I pointed out, lining up to play defense against her.
 
   Once she started skating with the puck, I took off after her for what would be another night of me trying to keep her from scoring a majority of the time. However, all I could think about now was her hands. As far as hockey was concerned, she had amazing hands. Smooth, confident, quick. Skilled. The only thing it made me do was think about how well she could use them outside the rink, but I had to stop thinking like that. Neither of us was ready yet, and that was trouble with a capital ‘T.’ But then again, it was also hot with a capital ‘H’… Maybe it was a good thing we always got interrupted during moments like those.
 
    
 
   March 25
 
    
 
   I’d been sitting on the couch all morning, half studying while I was distracted by the TV, but at a knock on the front door I stood and strode over. The moment I opened it Justin wrapped his arms around my leg in a hug hello, and then I opened it wider so he could get past me.
 
   My mother walked past me too, giving a small smile in greeting. Fortunately, since the dinner, we’d learned to forego the hug. “You’re taking him to the zoo today?”
 
   “Yeah!” Justin screamed at mention of the word ‘zoo.’
 
   I nodded, wondering why she was still here since last week she just made sure he was in the apartment before smiling goodbye. She imitated my acknowledgement, but remained standing near the couch. “How was your week?”
 
   She wanted to have a conversation? I shoved my hands uncomfortably deep into my pockets. “It was good?” I answered, but it came out more of an unsure question, as I couldn’t quite figure out what to say. “I just had school and work.”
 
   “Oh, I see,” she responded slowly. I appreciated the effort, but things were still too awkward for this to feel right. “Are you enjoying your classes?”
 
   I glanced over to see that Justin was sitting quietly on the couch, occupied with watching what I’d put on TV like he understood what was going on in the show. “They’re alright. A little boring I guess,” I told her, shuffling a foot for some way to fidget. She nodded again, looking as though she was trying to think of more to say. She didn’t know much about my life, so she definitely had a difficult task. Trying to help her out and give her a chance to accept me, and mostly because I was curious if she’d react any differently than at dinner, I said, “oh, I’m bringing Taylor to the wedding.”
 
   It took a second for the name to register, but when she remembered that Taylor was a girl she instantly grew more uncomfortable, and I could even detect a light rosiness in her cheeks. Not to my surprise, she gave a short acknowledgement and then changed the subject.
 
   “Uh huh. Where are you working now?”
 
   I resisted the urge to sigh. So she wanted to ignore it. I guess I could put up with that for a while. I was just grateful she wasn’t being blatantly disparaging about it, even if it was only because she knew I wouldn’t tolerate it. “At the hockey rink with Victoria.”
 
   “Well that’s nice,” she said with a light smile, and after a short pause began inching toward the door. “I guess I’ll see you guys later. Have fun at the zoo.”
 
   When I closed the door behind her I let out that sigh. Thank God that was over. Justin was watching me instead of the TV now, kicking his feet over the edge like he was just waiting for us to leave.
 
   “Are you ready to go?” I laughed.
 
   He nodded vigorously and jumped off the couch, so I clicked off the television and patted down my pockets to make sure I had my keys and cellphone. He grabbed my hand on the way out, swinging it and humming happily as we walked to the car. There, I buckled him into the backseat and we started for the hockey rink to pick up Taylor.
 
   “Hey, buddy,” I said, pushing myself up in my seat a little so I could see him through the rearview mirror. “We have to pick up my friend real quick. She’s going to come with us.”
 
   “Victoria?” he asked expectantly.
 
   I shook my head. “No, this is my girlfriend, Taylor.”
 
   “Your girlfriend?” He put his hands over his mouth and giggled, stopping a moment later to nod. “Okay.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh, wondering if he remembered our conversation about me liking girls. “Are you feeling any better? Or are you still sick?”
 
   “Better now,” he answered, wiggling in his seat either from excitement or toddler energy. “But Mom says I got sick too much. So they give me gummies for um…” He paused thoughtfully, trying to remember what our parents said. Unable to he shrugged. “For my system.”
 
   “Gummies?” I whispered to myself, trying to decipher what he was talking about. “Oh, gummy vitamins?” I asked him, and he nodded. He must have meant they were giving him vitamins to help his immune system. “You don’t eat enough vegetables, huh?” I asked, playfully accusing.
 
   His response was to squint and stick out his tongue disgustedly. “Eck!”
 
   I chuckled and turned up the radio a little, letting him bounce along until we got to the rink. Not wanting to leave him in the car at all, I helped him out of the seatbelt and he followed me in. It was almost eleven in the morning so all the games were underway, and when we walked in Justin’s eyes followed every guy on a pair of skates.
 
   “Pretty cool, right?” I asked, because he’d begun to stand on his tiptoes to try and see over the boards onto one of the rinks. When he nodded I scooped him up so he could see better, and strolled over to the front desk. “Hey, Mitch.”
 
   “What’s up, J,” he greeted with a smile, glancing up from the computer. “Are you working today?”
 
   “Just here to pick up Taylor.”
 
   “Oh, okay. She’s in the pro shop.” He pointed toward the store across the entranceway before his gaze fell on the toddler in my arms, still focused on seeing over the boards of the rink. “Who’s this tough looking guy?”
 
   “This is my brother, Justin,” I answered, turning a little so Justin would look at Mitch. “Taylor and I are taking him to the zoo.”
 
   Mitch grinned happily at the little blond. “Hi, Justin. I’m Mitch.” Justin smiled and offered a shy wave. “You guys have fun at the zoo.”
 
   “Thanks.” I turned away from the front desk, but instead of going toward the pro shop I carried Justin to the rink. “You want to see the hockey game?” Justin’s gaze returned to the game, and he was so intent on watching that he barely even nodded. “Did you know I play hockey too?”
 
   “Really?” he asked, putting a hand on the glass so he could lean forward and get even closer.
 
   “Mhm,” I told him. “You want me to teach you how to skate sometime?”
 
   Before he could answer the puck flew into the corner we were watching from, and as one player stopped to get it, another player threw him into the boards near Justin’s face. The loud clatter of the player hitting the glass startled him so much he gasped and jumped back.
 
   “Does it hurt?” he wondered after he recovered, and now that the players were farther away he leaned back against the glass.
 
   I could have told him yes, since it definitely hurt when I got hit. I’d seen a few of the kid’s games though, and the kids his age were so cute and slow they weren’t nearly as rough as the adults. So I shook my head. “No, it doesn’t hurt.”
 
   He was quiet for a few seconds as he thought about it. “Yeah, I want to try.” I couldn’t suppress a grin at thinking I’d get to teach him how to play. It was definitely something we could bond over.
 
   A minute after Justin and I had been watching the game I felt a pair of hands land briefly on my hips, and then Taylor leaned against the boards at my side. “I saw you guys from the pro shop.”
 
   I beamed, excited just to see her, and nodded toward the rink. “He was curious. Hey, Justin, this is Taylor.”
 
   Taylor smiled at him. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Justin giggled like he did when I said Taylor was my girlfriend, only a little shier this time. “Hi.”
 
   “We ready to go?” I asked, and when Taylor nodded we began to walk back to the car.
 
   Things were quiet for a minute in the car after we left the rink, but then Justin started bouncing even more than usual in his seat. “I love ‘dis song!”
 
   Both Taylor and I snorted with amused laughter, seeing as the song was a popular rap song. Though, I’m sure he liked it for the beat since I couldn’t imagine him really understanding the lyrics. “Where’d you hear this song? Mom and Dad don’t listen to this.”
 
   “Jamie,” he answered, moving his shoulders side to side with the rhythm.
 
   “Kid’s got moves,” Taylor chuckled after turning around to look at him.
 
   I laughed and looked in the rearview mirror, nodding with agreement. “Yeah, let’s just hope he doesn’t start learning the lyrics.” When I said that, I started to worry maybe he would go home singing rap to my parents. The radio only played edited versions, but just in case, I changed the station after the song ended.
 
   “So, Justin,” Taylor started, attempting to keep him occupied so he wouldn’t get bored. “Are you excited that Jamie’s getting married?” He nodded, still wiggling. It had to be excitement that was making him more fidgety than usual. “Are you going to wear a suit?”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s hot,” he told her with a disapproving sigh. A moment later he took in a deep breath at a thought that seemed to delight him. “Are you going to marry Joh-din?”
 
   My eyes widened with shock at the question, and I felt my cheeks burn instantly. Leave it to the toddler to bring that up. I didn’t even know if Taylor ever wanted to get married. Hell, I didn’t even know if I ever wanted to.
 
   Fortunately, Taylor didn’t seem as taken aback by the truly innocent question as I was, because even though she could probably see my embarrassment, she eyed me playfully. “Look at him planning our future already.” Then she looked back at Justin and teased, “I don’t know. I was hoping you’d want to marry me.”
 
   Justin shrieked with laughter, covering his face and peeking through his fingers at Taylor like he was bashful. “I can’t! I’m going to marry Miss Jackson.”
 
   When the name didn’t register, Taylor passed me a raised eyebrow, so I explained quietly, “his teacher.”
 
   She chuckled, propping her elbow up on the center console so she could rest her chin in her hand while she talked to Justin. “Justin, you’re breaking my heart.”
 
   He just giggled, collapsing sideways into the seat in playful exasperation. He instantly pushed himself up though and pointed to something near Taylor. “What’s ‘dat?”
 
   Taylor followed his indication, and then held her arm out to him. “It’s a tattoo.”
 
   “What’s a tattoo?” he asked, stumbling over the new word and leaning forward to look at it.
 
   “It’s like a drawing that will never come off,” she explained, touching the tip of her finger to her tongue and rubbing it on her arm to show him it wouldn’t disappear. “See?”
 
   “Cool!” he exclaimed, poking at her arm with his index finger. “Could I give you one?”
 
   Taylor laughed and swiveled around to look for a pen, which she eventually found in the side of her door. “Sure.” She gave him the pen and held out her clean left arm so he could draw on it. While he wrote on her, she slid the fingers of her other hand across my arm until they intertwined with my own.
 
   I smiled at her, and then turned my attention back on the road as I pressed her hand to my lips. “Do you have a lot of experience with kids?”
 
   She shrugged. “Not really. Just the hockey clinics I do with Doug.”
 
   “You’re good with him,” I complimented, genuinely pleased with how cute she acted.
 
   She shrugged again, but gave a grateful smile. “It’s not too hard, he’s adorable.”
 
   “Done!” Justin yelled happily, letting go of Taylor’s arm.
 
   “Wow, I love it,” she mused, facing forward in her seat to admire the writing. Then she held her arm over the steering wheel so I could see. I could barely make out Justin’s name in a toddler’s scrawling. Even the ‘n’ was backwards, and he’d finished it off with a little sun over his name.
 
   “Justin, now that Taylor has your name on her arm you have to marry her,” I said playfully. He laughed and laughed, but I didn’t have time to tease him further because the parking lot of the zoo came up on our right. “We’re here!”
 
   I was mistaken if I thought Justin was excited before, because when we started to look for a parking spot, he nearly bounced through the roof of the car. When we got out he grabbed both mine and Taylor’s hands, dragging us all the way through the zoo entrance. Before we let him drag us any farther I made sure to stop at a kiosk near the entrance to grab a map of the park. I already spotted a few places I definitely wanted to take him, like the petting zoo, and the aviary where he could feed the birds.
 
   “Hey, buddy, what do you want to see first?” I asked him, just to see if he had something in mind.
 
   “The tigers!” he shouted instantly, jumping up and clinging to Taylor’s leg. “Rawr!”
 
   Taylor laughed and leaned in to study the map with me as we looked for where the tigers were located. After searching for a few seconds she pointed to a drawing on it, glanced around where we were standing, and pointed in the direction we needed to go. On the way we passed by the giraffes, which weren’t doing too much and Justin got bored of, and the rhinos, which held his attention a little bit longer even though they weren’t doing much either. We passed a few of the smaller animals as well, like the sloths and Tasmanian devils before we got to the tigers. When we did get there, a crowd was gathering around the large glass windows that surrounded the enclosure, and we pushed in to see what was going on.
 
   “It looks like they’re going to feed them,” I noted, seeing a zookeeper preparing something up in a high, safe part of the enclosure.
 
   Taylor nodded her agreement, and we both looked down at Justin, who couldn’t see through the group of people that had gathered. Taylor reached down for him, hesitating to make sure he was okay with being picked up, and then lifted him onto her shoulders so he could see. I smiled gratefully at her, and while she held him in place with her left hand, I leaned into her and slipped my own into her right.
 
   “Look!” Justin exclaimed, pointing to the zookeeper who’d just tied an enormous leg of meat to a rope.
 
   When he dropped his arm from pointing, it landed on Taylor’s hat, pushing the bill down over her eyes. She adjusted it, only to have it knocked back down a second later as Justin fidgeted on her shoulders. I worried it was getting on her nerves, but she gave a patient chuckle and rolled her eyes. Then she took the hat off her head, stretching her arm up and backwards to put it onto Justin’s. It was too big for him and it drooped to his eyebrows, but it was cute, and when he touched it he grinned, happy Taylor had put it there.
 
   As we watched, one of the tigers in the enclosure caught on that it was feeding time, and it crouched in the plants, eyes locked onto the meat still hung high up. The zookeeper activated some kind of pulley system, dropping the meat, which swung along the cage near the ground. With a pull on a rope the zookeeper made the meat go in wide circles, and Justin gasped with excitement when the tiger took off in pursuit of its meal. Its muscles tensed while it turned and pivoted with the rotating of the meat in the air, but after letting the tiger chase it for a little, the zookeeper slowed it down, allowing the animal to catch it. Then the other tiger in the enclosure went over to share the food with its companion.
 
   “Cool,” Justin whispered to himself, dragging out the o’s.
 
   I let him watch for another couple minutes as the crowd scattered before pulling out the map. “Where do you want to go next?”
 
   He put a finger to his lips, tapping while he thought about it. “Monkeys?”
 
   After that Taylor began to lift him off her shoulders to put him down, put he protested by wrapping his arms around her head. So, laughing, she left him there.
 
   I looked over the map, searching for the monkeys, and nodded. “Okay.” We strolled the direction we needed to go, looking at the animals along the route, and I stopped when I noticed a cave-like walkway. Reading the sign above the entrance I asked Justin, “should we go through the snake and spider cave?”
 
   Taylor’s eyes shot to the darkened walkway, and she made a pouting noise while she passed me a frown. It was too late to take it back though, because Justin kicked his legs excitedly. “Let’s go, let’s go, let’s go!”
 
   “Sorry,” I told Taylor, giving her an apologetic peck on the cheek as we started for the cave.
 
   The only light inside came from the terrariums, and the first half of the caved walkway was devoted to snakes. Taylor seemed to be doing okay with the reptiles, and she bent down a little so Justin could see through the glass. She even put a finger to it and pointed when Justin had a hard time spotting the camouflaged ones. When we got to the spiders, however, even though she braved through it, I could tell she wasn’t enjoying it. She closed her eyes tight every time she leaned over to let Justin look through the glass, and when I slipped my arm around her waist for comfort I felt a shiver go up her spine. I shouldn’t be messing with her, but I couldn’t resist brushing my fingers along the side of her neck, which to my extreme amusement caused her to shudder and twitch.
 
   “You’re cute when you’re scared,” I teased at the end of the cave, my arm still wrapped around her.
 
   She chuckled, and I could feel some of the tension leave her body when she leaned closer, whispering so Justin couldn’t hear. “I think you might owe me that special massage for going in there.”
 
   I smirked, raising an eyebrow at her doubtfully. “Oh, you should have brought it up before we went through, ‘cause see, now there’s nothing you can do about it.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and bumped me playfully with her hip. We passed a few more enclosures before reaching the monkeys. There were some areas with smaller species, then a couple large ones with chimpanzees and gorillas. Justin thoroughly enjoyed watching the chimpanzees run around and swing on the toys the zookeepers had put in the enclosures, and while we walked away to visit the rest of the animals we hadn’t seen yet he was making ‘oh’ and ‘ah’ monkey noises. Finally there was nothing left to see but the petting zoo and the aviary, so first we visited the birds.
 
   I bought a small cup of nectar for Justin to hold, and he giggled hysterically when a parrot landed on his arm to drink it. Taylor and I tried it too, and I’ll be ashamed to admit we weren’t nearly as brave as Justin. Taylor did okay, but I cringed when a bird sat on my wrist, afraid it was going to bite me. It must have been able to sense my fear, because it waddled all the way up to my shoulder, both Taylor and Justin snorting with laughter as it gently nibbled on my cheek, which I guess was its way of giving kisses. I swear the bird was teasing me.
 
   Once that was over we went directly to the petting zoo to feed the not nearly as frightening goats. Justin giggled even more when they fed from his hand than he did with the birds, and it wasn’t until I fed one myself that I understood why. It tickled, and I had to hold back identical giggling while it chomped the pellets from me. Justin wanted to hang around and pet the goats and sheep for a while, so Taylor and I leaned against the fence and watched him have a blast. There wasn’t much left to do at the zoo after that, but I was reluctant to leave. I was with two of my favorite people, and because of that I could safely say this was one of the happiest days I’d had in a long, long time.
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   It felt early in the morning, and I was dead tired, but there was a consistent sensation that was rousing me from sleep. I was only half-awake at this point, but the sensation was familiar – something soft was landing repeatedly on my face, mostly my cheeks and lips. I woke a little more, and when the consciousness told me I was being kissed I knew it was Taylor. I was fully awake now, but resisted the urge to smile because I didn’t want her to stop. After a few more pecks though, I couldn’t help it, and a smirk creased my lips.
 
   “Morning sunshine,” Taylor said quietly, chuckling when I strained to open my eyes and look at her.
 
   I threw a sleep-heavy arm toward my face and tapped a finger against my lips. “Don’t stop,” I mumbled groggily.
 
   With an amused smile Taylor returned her lips to my skin, and I lay there for a few seconds happily. Now that my body was waking up I was growing hot under the covers, so I used my legs to kick them off. Even though I was still sleep-bogged, I turned onto my side to return the affection.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked, cupping Taylor’s face and bringing her lips to mine. I could definitely get used to waking up like this.
 
   “About,” she started thoughtfully, “eight thirty.”
 
   Taylor’s eyes dropped over my figure, and a moment later her hand connected with my hip, where my t-shirt was ruffled up and exposed my skin. Muscles nowhere near her hand tensed wildly as she ran a finger along the edge of my pant-line, and her eyes fell back down to watch herself caress me, seemingly entranced by the sight of my flesh.
 
   The next time her finger repeated the motion however, I couldn’t help but pull back and giggle. “You’re tickling me.”
 
   “Sorry,” she laughed, setting her hand flat against me. “You have to leave soon?”
 
   I nodded. Today was the day of Jamie’s wedding, and even though the actual wedding wasn’t until the evening, I had to be there early for a final rehearsal and to help get everything ready. “Were you able to find a dress?” I asked, suddenly curious seeing as she hadn’t said a word about it in the last two weeks. She mhm-ed, but made no other form of response. “Can I see it?”
 
   “No.” She shook her head, chuckling when I made a pouting face. “You’ve never seen me in a dress. I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”
 
   “Fine,” I sighed, exaggerating my disappointment.
 
   When I started to push myself up so I could start to get ready, Taylor grabbed me by the waist and flipped onto her back, pulling me on top of her. At first the movement made my heart skip, because now I was straddling her and she’d put herself in quite the vulnerable position. After the fluttering calmed, however, I couldn’t resist messing with her. So I collapsed onto her chest, lying flat and limp on top of her.
 
   “You’re trying to distract me,” I mumbled.
 
   I felt her chest rise and fall with a laugh. “Yeah, but it doesn’t seem to be working.”
 
   Remaining where I was, I let out a goofy giggle and shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a tough nut to crack.”
 
   “That may be true,” Taylor started, and I felt both of her hands slip under my shirt. “I just have to find the right tool.” I held back a shudder as her hands ran up my ribs, and her thumbs barely stroked the sides of my breasts. “Or in this case, button.”
 
   Taylor was getting brave in the ways she touched me. So brave that as her hands continued to caress me she kissed her way to my ear, where she began to suck at my earlobe. In reality, any button Taylor pushed was the right one, and the way she was starting to make me want her lately was dangerous. Truth was if I thought about sleeping with her when she wasn’t turning me on, I was a little afraid. I’d never felt about anyone how I already felt about her. While I had plenty of experience giving, my experience receiving was limited to that nightmare of a memory and once in high school, when I let a girl try and it freaked me out so much I never even looked at her again.
 
   That’s why, even though I got less afraid every time we were together, and it helped that she seemed to be easing both of us into it, until I felt ready I had to keep it as playful with Taylor as possible. Because I liked her too much to rush things, and I certainly didn’t want to ruin what we had.
 
   It seemed she was constantly ahead of me though. Like she could always tell what I was thinking. That, or she felt the same ways I did, because the next time her hands went up my sides her fingers dug into my ribs. I let out a squeal and rolled off of her.
 
   “I am so going to get you back when you least expect it.” I glared playfully.
 
   She grinned. “Now’s good.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at thinking Taylor really didn’t want me to leave. “Admit it, you’re going to miss me today.”
 
   When she chuckled I crawled back over to her, propping my head in my hand while I lay at her side. “Is it that obvious?”
 
   With a flattered smirk I pushed a bit of hair behind her ear. “Well, by the time I leave you’ll only have about seven hours until you see me again.”
 
   “Yeah I guess,” she said, exaggerating a sigh. “Are you excited?”
 
   I pecked her one last time and got off the bed. “Definitely. It’s about time they got married, they’ve been dating forever.”
 
   With that I grabbed her towel off the door, and while she pulled the blankets over her to rest I jumped in the shower. When I got out and finished getting ready I said a bit of a prolonged goodbye to Taylor, seeing as she was still reluctant to let me go. By the time I got back to the apartment it was already ten, and Jamie seemed frantic when I walked in. She was the only one there, and she was running around the apartment with nothing but a bath towel wrapped around her body.
 
   “What are you doing?” I laughed as she zoomed by me again and into the kitchen.
 
   She ran her hands along the counter, panicking and grabbing the edge of her towel when it began to loosen and fall off. “I can’t find my keys.” Then she started for the hallway again.
 
   “Jamie.” I stepped in front of her, holding back more laughter, and put my hands on her shoulders to stop her. “Calm down. Breathe.” Her eyes darted around my face spasmodically, then she shut them tight and took a deep, calming breath. “I don’t quite think we’re going through the normal pattern of events here. See, usually when you get out of the shower you get dressed, then when you’re ready to leave you look for your keys.” The panic flared in her eyes again and she opened her mouth to speak, but I interrupted her. “Breathe.”
 
   She took another deep breath, just to appease me, and spoke as calmly as she could. “My dress is strapless, so I bought a special bra but I left it in the car.”
 
   “Well, were you going to go outside in the towel?” I chuckled, and after a moment of thought, Jamie giggled embarrassedly. I turned her shoulders and directed her toward her bedroom, and she shrieked when I gave her butt a playful smack. “Start getting ready, I’ll find your keys.”
 
   “Thanks, J,” she called over her shoulder, shuffling to her room.
 
   Shaking my head, I laughed and made my way into the kitchen. There were no keys on the counter, and just in case I checked the floor to see if they’d fallen. I even made sure to check in the refrigerator and microwave, because Jamie was being such a spaz they could really be anywhere. When I couldn’t find them in the kitchen, I strolled into the living room, looking behind the TV and under the coffee table and couch. I was about to give up on the living room when I shoved my hands beneath a couch cushion, grinning as my fingers hit a ring of metal. Once I made it out to the car to grab Jamie’s garment I gave it to her through the door. Then I grabbed my own dress from my room and sat on the couch, watching TV until she’d be ready to leave.
 
   It seemed like it took forever, but eventually she was ready to head to the chapel. We ended up doing about two and a half run-throughs of the ceremony, since Tricia lived out of town and couldn’t be there for the other rehearsals. Fortunately, I had a break to get lunch, during which I took Jamie’s car and got fast food for everyone. I couldn’t have been happier about that since food on a wedding day was scarce until the reception, and I refused to be that one person who faints on stage. Aside from all the rushing around, everything was pretty calm and stress-free. Jamie had hired a beauty team for her and the bridesmaids, and even going in and letting them get us ready was laidback. Granted, it took about an hour for each of us, but by the time the wedding was almost ready to start, we all looked amazing, especially Jamie.
 
   Now that I was completely dressed and looking at myself in a full-length mirror in the dressing room, I knew why Taylor couldn’t resist kissing me when we were trying them on. Though, there was still no comparing how I looked then, barefoot and casual, to how I looked now with heels on and my hair and makeup done. The stylist had curled my long blonde hair so it framed my small face, with more of it falling to one side over one eyebrow. While I normally couldn’t stand even chapstick, I’d let them coat my full lips in an uncomfortably thick, shiny gloss, and the makeup made my smooth skin look flawless. 
 
   The strapless, turquoise dress left my slim shoulders completely exposed, and it hugged my body down to my hips, where it fell loose over my knees. Even though I had decent curves for how petite I was, the dress was tight in all the right places, exaggerating every contour. The heels might have even helped a little, making my legs appear lengthier than they truly were. Honestly, I was shocked at the person in the mirror, and couldn’t believe how nice the team had made me look.
 
   “Hey, Jordan.” Jamie’s voice pulled my attention from the mirror, and I looked over to see her bringing in a slightly familiar man in a suit. “You remember Tristan? Cameron’s friend.”
 
   I had to study him for a few more seconds. Of course I’d seen him at the rehearsals, but I hadn’t paid much attention to him and for some reason he seemed more familiar than that. He wasn’t quite as tall as Cameron, but in heels I stood barely above his shoulder. His three-inch, light brown hair had been slicked back in what reminded me of a fifties style, which suited him. His brown eyes scanned me, patiently waiting for me to recognize him.
 
   “Yeah, hi.” I finally smiled politely, sticking out a hand in greeting.
 
   “Perfect.” Jamie grinned while Tristan shook my hand. “You’re walking with him down the aisle. Okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I chuckled. “What happened to Steve?”
 
   Jamie sighed like she was starting to get stressed out, and I worried she might revert to the panicked Jamie I walked in on at the apartment. “Tricia’s too tall in her heels, so we’re changing it up a bit.”
 
   “That’s fine,” I said casually, though I couldn’t deny I was a little bit relieved.
 
   Steve was a nice guy who I’d met for the first time at the first rehearsal, but I caught him checking me out on more than one occasion. I’d much rather link arms with Tristan, who I was a little more familiar with and who, judging by the ring on his left hand, was already married.
 
   Jamie smiled gratefully at Tristan and turned him around, giving him a pat on the back to let him know he could leave. Then she turned back to me, taking a deep, exaggerated breath to let me know she was staying calm. “I’m so nervous.”
 
   I laughed and pulled her into a hug. “Don’t be, everything will go perfect and you look beautiful. Cameron might just pass out because you look so good.”
 
   She giggled and looked at herself in the mirror, but before she could say anything someone else walked in. “Jamie, your mom wanted me to bring in the little booger.” The woman nodded to the blond toddler in her arms.
 
   Justin looked adorable in his tiny suit, and I was sure he’d get a couple ‘aw’s when he brought the rings down the aisle. “Hi, Joh-din.” He waved and plopped tiredly onto the floor when the girl set him down.
 
   At mention of my name she glanced from Jamie to me, and when her dark blue eyes lit up a grin instantly spread across her face. It was one of my cousins who, because of my parents, I hadn’t seen in years. We were around the same age, she being a couple months older, and out of all my cousins I’d always enjoyed her the most. Her shoulder length, dirty-blonde hair flowed back and forth as, careful not to trip in her heels, she shuffled over to me.
 
   “Jordan!” She wrapped me in a hug and rocked me back and forth. “Oh my God, hi. I barely even recognized you!”
 
   “Hey, Samantha,” I laughed knowingly, seeing as how she looked different too. “I know, it’s been forever.”
 
   She pulled back from the hug, putting her hands on my shoulders while she looked me in the eyes. “Jamie told me everything, and I am so sorry. If I’d have known I would have at least called or something.”
 
   “It’s okay,” I reassured her, and passed a side-glance at Jamie. “She didn’t tell everybody everything, did she?”
 
   “Oh, no.” Samantha shook her head before Jamie could defend herself. “After what she wrote in grandma’s birthday card I asked her about it. Auntie and Uncle Marshall just told everyone you were always too busy to come to family stuff.” She hugged me again. “I missed you so much!”
 
   “I missed you too,” I told her, returning the embrace.
 
   It was hard, but I did my best to conceal the flare of anger at hearing my parents had been telling everyone I was too busy to go to family functions. I’d never assumed, of course, that they’d been taking responsibility all these years for why I was never there. What made me mad was the fact that they made everybody think I just didn’t care, that I didn’t love my own family enough to make time for them every once in a while.
 
   As agitated as it got me, my anger completely melted away when a new figure appeared in the doorway. It was Taylor, and I was definitely glad she didn’t ruin the surprise of letting me see her in her dress. It was a floor-length, one-shoulder dress in a glossy gray that, even though the color was unobtrusive, succeeded in drawing attention from her full-sleeve tattoo. It had a few small, delicate flowers running from the lining of the shoulder, down the v-cut above one breast, to the opposite side and down to her hip. While the v-cut showed off her tanned chest and the leg slit in one side showed off some thigh, it did a perfect job of hiding the fact that Taylor was thin and muscular, and therefore didn’t have much curve to parade.
 
   When she saw me staring she did a shy turn in a circle, and at seeing the back it took all my self-control not to drop my jaw. The side of the dress that wasn’t supported by a shoulder strap had a smooth, thin strip of material going across her back to the other side. That was the only thing that covered her, as the dress left her skin bare down to her waist. Even her hair was pulled up into tight, elegant bun, offering no cover. I never knew someone’s back could be so sexy, but that dress showed off Taylor’s enticing shoulder blades. It allowed me to view every ripple of lean muscle. Most of all, like the front of the dress it fell in a ‘v,’ drawing my attention to the plunging line of her spine, which my eyes wanted to follow past the dress and along every naked curve of her body. Taylor left me, quite literally, breathless.
 
   “Well, don’t just stare at me,” she said bashfully, still standing in the doorway and waiting for me to do something.
 
   I chuckled, embarrassed that I still couldn’t stop staring, and strode over until I was standing in front of her. “You look,” I had to pause to look her over again. I just may have been in shock. “I can’t even...”
 
   Taylor smirked at my inability to find words. “It’s okay, just kiss me.”
 
   Despite the fact that I wanted to drag her into a closet, I gave Taylor a soft peck on the lips. Then Jamie chimed in from where she’d taken a seat across the room.
 
   “She means to say drop dead sexy. I can see it in her eyes,” she teased, and laughed when I glared at her, my cheeks tinting pink.
 
   “Tayloh!” Justin pushed himself off the floor and ran over to Taylor, who scooped him off the ground for a hug.
 
   “Ahem.” Samantha cleared her throat at me.
 
   I pulled her forward to introduce her. “Sam, this is my girlfriend, Taylor. Taylor, my cousin, Samantha.”
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Samantha grinned, shaking the hand Taylor wasn’t using to hold Justin.
 
   “You too.” Taylor smiled.
 
   That’s when one of the chapel employees came in the room, clapping hurriedly. “Okay, let’s go, let’s go. We got five minutes.” He waved us all out of the room.
 
   We all scuffled out, and I smiled happily when Samantha motioned for Taylor to follow her. “Come on, you can sit with me.”
 
   “See you soon,” Taylor called back to me as she followed my cousin.
 
   Shortly after that a soft music began, and after Tricia and Carla went out, I started down the aisle with Tristan. Cameron winked when he saw me, and I could tell it was hard for him to hold still. He was grinning from ear to ear, and seemed so excited it looked like he just wanted to jump up and down. It got even worse when Jamie appeared, and I held back a laugh when he twitched a little bit from the joy. It was so strange and surreal, seeing Jamie and Cameron look at each other the way they were now. They’d been together so long that while I knew they were very much in love, they were past the giddy, racing hearts stage of their relationship. However, now, when they locked eyes, it was like they were at the beginning all over again. It was more than security and love. It was adoration and passion.
 
   Jamie got to Cameron, and the way they were still staring at each other made me glance over at Taylor. When she noticed me looking at her, I could see even from here that she blushed, and she gave me a shy smile. I watched the ceremony, and when Justin brought the rings down the aisle on a little pillow everyone cooed over how cute he was, but I couldn’t keep my eyes from continually wandering to the girl in that gray dress. By the time Jamie and Cameron were finishing their vows, I was getting these funny feelings I’d never felt before. It had to be all the romance in the air, but it happened every time my eyes met Taylor’s. Though I wouldn’t allow it to become a conscious thought, there was this curiosity in the back of my mind that wondered if I’d ever be here, where Cameron and Jamie were now, with Taylor. Then those funny feelings happened, and it did nothing but let me know I was already on my way.
 
   At the end of the ceremony everyone cheered and clapped, and while those of us in the wedding party had to stay behind for pictures, everyone else shuffled out of the chapel. Taylor sat patiently in the back row, watching and playfully making faces at me as the photographer snapped away. After what seemed like a million pictures, and in spite of the spots in my vision from the flash, I found my way to her.
 
   “I’m ready for dinner,” I sighed tiredly, plopping down into the pew beside her while I watched Jamie and Cameron continue to have their pictures taken. She laughed, but didn’t respond as Justin came running down the aisle toward us. He’d managed to shed his coat and tie, but the formal shoes were stiff on his feet, causing him to flail a little while he ran. “Hey, buddy,” I greeted happily, pulling him up into the seat with us.
 
   “Justin,” my mother called after him, coming down the aisle at a rushed pace with a pair of tiny sneakers in her hands. “Stop running away.”
 
   “Are you being naughty?” I asked Justin with a chuckle, and he just giggled in response.
 
   “Hello, Jordan.” My mother gave me a small smile as she knelt in front of Justin to change his shoes for more comfortable ones.
 
   I returned the smile and then pointed at Taylor, figuring I should finally introduce them. “Mom, this is my girlfriend, Taylor.” She already knew Taylor and I were dating, but I threw it in there so she’d have no way to wiggle out of the recognition and call Taylor something else.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you.” Taylor put on the most charming grin she could manage and stuck out her hand.
 
   My mom looked up from Justin’s feet and took Taylor’s hand to shake. “Pleasure’s all mine.”
 
   Her voice was nice and polite, Lord knows she never wanted to seem like a bitch, but her eyes told me a different story as she passed a judgmental glance from Taylor’s hand, up her tattooed arm to her face, and then over at me before returning to Justin’s shoes. I hadn’t seen such a disapproving look since the day she took Justin from me, and I felt that same anger from earlier flare up again. If she were upfront about her disapproval, if we had a blunt kind of relationship, I wouldn’t have cared if she told me she disapproved because then I could just tell her I thought she was being a bitch. However, we didn’t have that kind of relationship, and I couldn’t tell her that without risking the patching of our relationship. I wouldn’t have cared too much if I didn’t think losing her would mean losing Justin.
 
   The anger came from the fact that, while she had no problem kicking me out of my own home or yelling at me when she was upset, in public where it would potentially ruin her reputation as a mild-mannered woman of God, she pretended like she was happy about meeting Taylor. I might even be able to put up with her fake display if she were doing it just so she wouldn’t hurt my feelings, or because she was making an effort to accept me. Only that’s not what it was about at all. It was about her. About covering up her offenses so she might still win a mother-of-the-year award. For the sake of not mortifying Taylor, I ignored it, and hoped the gorgeous girl beside me didn’t notice how she was being scrutinized.
 
   “Jordan, sweetheart,” a soft, strained voice greeted me. It was my grandmother, being led toward us on my dad’s arm as he was helping her walk. It had been four years, but she didn’t look any different than I remembered her. She was still thin and feeble looking, with curly, ear-length white hair, and warm, comforting brown eyes.
 
   She walked a little bent over, but as she got close and I stood to give her a hug, she straightened up. Either I’d grown and hadn’t realized it, or she’d gotten shorter, because she was a good two inches shorter than me now. “Hi, grandma.” She’d been around during the ceremony and pictures, but I hadn’t gotten a chance to really say hello to her yet.
 
   “It’s so nice to see you.” She patted my back gently as we pulled away from the hug. “I didn’t think I’d ever see my busy little granddaughter.”
 
   She was joking, but I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. If only she knew the truth. “I know, college has been crazy for me.”
 
   When I played along I could feel my mother’s eyes fall on me, and I knew she was relieved. All I could wonder was if my mother was happy now. A woman who prides herself on morals like honesty, making me lie to the whole family.
 
   My grandmother nodded understandingly, and then her warm brown eyes fell on Taylor. “Who’s this handsome young woman?”
 
   I hesitated, not sure whether or not I should introduce her as my girlfriend, if only for the sake of avoiding a death-glare from my mother. But I was still irritated, and if it made my mom uncomfortable, then fine. “Grandma, this is my girlfriend, Taylor.”
 
   “Oh, yes, Jamie mentioned something about that,” she mumbled thoughtfully to herself as she took a step closer to the bench and extended a frail hand. “So nice to meet you dear.”
 
   Taylor smiled happily, and politely stood while she shook my grandmother’s hand. I wanted to turn to my mother and yell to put some sense in her, ‘see? You’re the only one who gives a shit! My eighty year-old grandma doesn’t even care.’ But I couldn’t.
 
   That’s when I realized my dad was still standing there, staring back toward the front where Jamie and Cameron were still getting photographed. “Dad,” I said to get his attention, and when he looked at me I pointed at Taylor. “Taylor. Taylor, Dad.”
 
   He put on a small smile and shook Taylor’s hand. “You don’t have to call me Dad. I’m Matt,” he joked, and I was shocked he even said anything.
 
   Aside from Taylor, my dad was the quietest person I knew, and I couldn’t resist taking a breath through my nose to see if somehow he’d started drinking already. Nope, guess he was just happy. I could certainly see it on his face, how thrilled he looked, undoubtedly that Jamie and Cameron were finally married. How he seemed so relaxed about meeting Taylor made me wonder how he truly felt all these years. Was his joy making him overly nice today? Or had he simply went along with my mother for the past four years? Today certainly wasn’t doing my mother any good as far as my opinion of her was concerned.
 
   “Alright everybody, let’s go!” Cameron hollered, picking up Jamie and practically skipping toward the door at the back of the church.
 
   Following everybody out, I went with Taylor to her car since I’d arrived with Jamie. She parked at the far end of the lot, so by the time we got to the coupe everyone else had already driven by. As we got to the car and I reached for the door handle, Taylor’s arms wrapped around my waist from behind, and she set her chin on my shoulder.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Removing a hand from my waist she used it to push my hair aside so that she could press her lips to my shoulder, just like she did in the dressing room. Only this time she kept kissing up the side of my neck.
 
   I’d almost forgotten what she asked me, until she stopped and turned me around. “My mom is just stressing me out, and I don’t want her to make you uncomfortable.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me,” Taylor said, and then she leaned forward, gently pushing me into the side of the car. “You know why?”
 
   I couldn’t respond right away, because my breath caught in my throat as she pressed herself against me and lowered her lips back to my neck. “Why?” I breathed, wrapping my arms around her and setting my hands on her bare back.
 
   “Joke’s on her.” Taylor stopped kissing her slow pattern up and down my neck just long enough to speak. “’Cause at the end of the night, I still get to go home with the prettiest girl in the world.”
 
   As she picked up her open-mouthed pecks along my neck, I tilted my head to the side and ran my fingers down the center of her back, following that line down until the back of the dress stopped me. I wanted to respond, tell her she was being too nice, or cheesy, but I couldn’t for fear that the pleased hum I felt forming in the back of my throat would escape. Were she doing anything to my neck besides giving it those gentle kisses, I definitely wouldn’t have been able to stop it. If she was trying to get me to relax, she was doing an impeccable job. I could barely even hold myself up.
 
   “Should we go to the reception now?” Taylor whispered against my skin, her breath cooling the spots she’d been kissing and sending a shudder down my spine.
 
   “Hmmnuh,” was all I could manage as a sort of half acknowledgement, half protest.
 
   Taylor chuckled amusedly as she pulled away and reached for the handle, opening the door for me. I reluctantly got into the passenger seat,  catching sight of the slit going up one side of Taylor’s dress and exposing a bit of her thigh. Upon seeing it I scowled that I’d forgotten, since I would have loved to run my fingers over that smooth, tanned skin when she was kissing me moments ago.
 
   Shortly after we arrived at the reception dinner was served, and during the meal all the speeches were made. Taylor and I were put at a table with Jamie, Cameron, my parents and Justin, and Cameron’s parents. It didn’t feel too separated from our other family though, because the next table was just an arm’s length away. Fortunately, because there were both sets of parents, the best man, and the maid of honor, I was saved from having to give a speech. The speeches were beautiful, but I didn’t get all emotional until I saw Jamie shed a happy tear, at which point Taylor bumped me playfully because I let a happy tear slide too. After Jamie and Cameron had their first dance and people started getting up to dance as well, I decided it might be time to mosey over to all my extended family, who’d been not so subtly glancing at me since dinner started. They were only curious glances, most probably because they hadn’t seen me in years.
 
   With Taylor close at my side I led the way to the first table of family from my mother’s side. “Hi, Aunt Dorothy. Hey, Uncle Jim.”
 
   “Hey, Jordan!” my Aunt Dorothy exclaimed as I stood beside her chair. She without a doubt resembled my mother the most out of her siblings. Same light-brown hair and thin hazel eyes, but while my mother was skinny and light as a feather, Dorothy had a little more meat on her bones. “Where have you been?”
 
   The question pricked at my patience a bit, but I couldn’t keep letting it get to me. There wasn’t much I could do about it now. For the sake of not telling a blatant lie, I shrugged and played it off. “I’ve been around. Jamie told me you guys have been renovating the house?”
 
   “Sure have, and saved a ton of money doing a lot of the work myself.” Jim nodded happily. “You should see the backyard.” Then his eyes fell on Taylor. “Is this your girlfriend?”
 
   “Jim,” Dorothy scolded, slapping him in the arm.
 
   “What?” he asked defensively, rubbing out where she hit him. “We’re not allowed to talk about it?”
 
   I laughed, glad that he was comfortable enough to even ask me about it in the first place. “It’s fine, you’re allowed to talk about it,” I reassured him. “Yeah, this is Taylor.” They both greeted her happily and shook hands.
 
   That’s pretty much how it went for the next hour and a half while I made my rounds and greeted all my family members. While most of them were excited to see me, and meet Taylor, a few of them were clearly uncomfortable with my introducing her as my girlfriend. Regardless, they were all polite and friendly. Now that I was absolutely positive my entire family knew I was gay, when the next slow song came on I felt comfortable enough to ask Taylor to dance. She accepted with a grin, and when we made our way onto the dance floor along with the newlyweds and a bunch of other guests, she wrapped her arms around my waist.
 
   “They look so happy,” Taylor mused while I put my arms around her neck, nodding to Jamie and Cameron.
 
   “Yeah, they deserve it,” I agreed, following her gaze to the couple. “And they’re going to have the cutest babies.”
 
   Taylor laughed. “Jumping the gun a little there?”
 
   “Maybe,” I giggled. As we were slowly turning our table came back into view, and though my mother was talking to somebody I caught her peering over at Taylor and I, that same dissatisfaction in her eyes.
 
   When I gave an aggravated sigh, Taylor pulled back a little to look at me. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Mom doesn’t like the PDA,” I told her bitterly, rolling my eyes purposefully so my mother would see.
 
   “Should I grab your butt?” Taylor asked with an amused smirk.
 
   I almost snorted with laughter, and gave her a grateful hug for making me smile. “Okay, and make sure she sees it,” I joked.
 
   “Poor woman would probably have a heart attack.” Taylor chuckled, risking a glance over to the table. “She’s probably just uncomfortable.” I simply nodded, not wanting to let Taylor know that my patience with the woman was wearing thin. She glanced over to the table again a few seconds later and smiled. “Look at Justin. He wants to dance.”
 
   Sure enough, when I looked over I saw him wiggling in the chair beside my mother, keeping a rhythm with the slow music. So when the slow song ended, I motioned toward the toddler. “Let’s go get him.”
 
   Justin was way too excited when Taylor and I took him out onto the dance floor. I don’t know where he learned any moves, but even though he was only four he was the life of the party. For over an hour he spun in happy circles and kicked his feet and arms, giggling hysterically when Taylor dipped him or threw him into the air. He even got my grandmother to dance, and she happily let him swing her arms back and forth. Eventually, from lifting Justin and dancing, Taylor tired out.
 
   “I’m going to take a break,” she told me, pointing to her feet, “I’m not used to heels.” I laughed and took a gander at Justin. If it seemed like he needed a break I would have gone with her, but he didn’t look near done. Catching my thoughts, Taylor shook her head reassuringly. “Don’t worry. Samantha’s over there, I’ll go be social or something.”
 
   “Okay.” I grinned, giving her hand an affectionate squeeze before she headed back to the table.
 
   I danced with Justin for what must have been at least another thirty minutes before he tired out. I took him back to the table and set him in the empty chair beside my mother. Then I leaned down to Taylor, who was sitting in the chair right next to that and talking to my cousin, and gave her an innocent peck on the lips. My mother must have caught it out of the corner of her eye, because she rapidly turned toward us while turning Justin away.
 
   “Jordan, that’s inappropriate.” She scowled.
 
   I’d been having so much fun that I’d completely forgotten about how much she’d been aggravating me. But her comment made it flare back up, putting a halt to my fun like screeching brakes and a seven car pileup. “Excuse me?” I asked. I’d heard what she said. I was just giving her a chance to take it back.
 
   “I don’t want him exposed to such indecencies,” she said, looking down at Justin so I’d know exactly whom she meant.
 
   “Indecencies?” My voice was rising, and out of the corner of my eye I could see Taylor’s widen.
 
   She’d never really seen me lose my temper, but it didn’t take a genius to see I was about to lose it now. Not only was my mother insulting and degrading the only healthy relationship I’d ever had, but we weren’t alone at this table – she was embarrassing me, and probably mortifying Taylor, in front of every family member sitting around us.
 
   It was because we weren’t alone at the table that she almost glared at me again. “Don’t cause a scene,” she instructed in the most motherly voice I’d ever heard her use, nearly scolding me, and she turned away like her word was final.
 
   Taylor’s hand landed on my arm, like she was trying to help me hold it together, but I shrugged her off. “You’re a real piece of work, you know that?” I said angrily, and my mother glanced around in embarrassment. I wanted to yell and tell her what was really going through my mind. The only thing that kept me even a little composed was Jamie. This was her day, and I wouldn’t ruin it by ‘causing a scene.’ Fortunately, it was getting late, and nobody would ask questions if I left. “I’m sick of your bullshit.”
 
   Her jaw dropped, and even though it was too late, she covered Justin’s ears with her hands. With that I turned and headed for the exit. I looked at Jamie as I made my way there, but she seemed so happy and distracted I wasn’t going to bother saying goodbye. Why bug her with drama?
 
   “Jordan,” Taylor called after me, following me through the lobby of the reception venue. I could tell by her footsteps she was struggling to keep up in her heels. “Jordan, wait.”
 
   I slowed down a little, but didn’t stop. “I can’t believe I fell for this shit. Can you believe that? I should’ve known she’d never change.” Taylor finally caught up, but if she was about to say something she couldn’t, because I continued, and now that we were outside I was yelling. “The fucking nerve! You know what? I bet you anything the only reason she even tried talking to me again was because of the wedding. Because she knew I was going to be there anyway and she didn’t want me exposing her to the entire family.”
 
   “Jordan,” Taylor said softly, stumbling a little as we stepped over a grass median in the parking lot. “It’s okay.”
 
   “No, Taylor. It’s not okay.” I all but glared at her, trying my hardest not to take it out on her. “She insulted this.” I motioned between the two of us. “The best thing I’ve had going in my life since... ever! And she used Justin as my weakness. The one thing she had as leverage to keep me complacent, so we’d look like the perfect happy family at this goddamn wedding, and nobody would know what a bitch she really is.”
 
   “She’s uncomfortable. She’s not going to adjust to this overnight,” Taylor offered, trying to calm me down.
 
   It did the opposite. We’d reached the car and I had my hand on the door handle, but I froze when she said that. After a second I turned around, now fully glaring at her. “Are you defending her?” I asked in furious shock. It was like a punch in the gut. Taylor was supposed to be the one person who was always on my side. I couldn’t handle this from her, especially not now. “What the fuck, Taylor? I don’t care if she has to faint every time she sees us together. If she really wanted to have a relationship with me, she’d deal with it!” Taylor opened her mouth to say something, but I didn’t let her. I was too hurt, and I felt tears start to sting my eyes. “I know you want me to be happy, and have this incredible, hunky-dory relationship with my parents like you got to. But those people,” I shouted, pointing back toward the reception as the first tear fell down my cheek, “they will never be the caring, understanding parents that you had. They don’t give a shit about me! And until you can understand that, I don’t even want to talk to you about it.”
 
   A tear dropped from the bottom of my chin and slid down my bare chest, and when the cool night air hit it, it sent a shiver through my core. I was still furious, but on top of that now there was guilt that even though I didn’t want to, I’d ended up taking it out on Taylor. She opened her mouth again, the look in her eyes telling me she didn’t really know what to say, so I just shook my head to stop her.
 
   “Just take me home,” I begged quietly.
 
   With a soft sigh, Taylor unlocked the car and strode to the driver’s side. The ride to the apartment was eerily silent. I was still sniffling a little, but mostly I felt numb. This was why I didn’t let people in. Because they just ended up hurting me. While I hadn’t really forgiven my mother since the day she showed up at the apartment, I’d started to get my hopes up. But it was all a load of crap. I didn’t even want to think about the fact that Taylor tried to defend those people. Didn’t want to let it sink in. Then I’d have to really react to it instead of just yelling, and I was afraid of what that reaction might be. It was already terrifying.
 
   “Do you…” Taylor started timidly as she pulled up to the curb outside my apartment. “Do you want me to stay?”
 
   I might have wanted her to stay if not for what she’d said. That one statement made me unsure. “No, I just want to be alone.” I needed to sleep on it.
 
   While I opened the door and got out she nodded, watching after me gloomily. “Goodnight.”
 
   I’d already started turning and closing the car door when I responded hopelessly quiet, “night.”
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   April 9
 
    
 
   I’d been lying in bed and staring up at the ceiling since I’d awoken some time ago. Last night was the only thing on my mind, and I was trying desperately to work up the nerve to go see Taylor. She’d seemed calm last night, and I wouldn’t exactly call what happened a fight, but something like that had never happened with us before. Would she be upset that I yelled at her? What if she was so upset that she was having doubts about us?
 
   She definitely didn’t deserve the way I’d treated her. How much I liked her is what was tearing me apart. I knew I’d have to apologize if I ever wanted to make it right, but I was scared of what would happen if I’d screwed up too badly. Sure, couples argue all the time and don’t break up, but Taylor and I were still pretty new, and I didn’t want that kind of relationship for her. The kind of relationship my parents always had. The kind Nicole and I had. She was too good for it.
 
   Deciding I had to go to the rink, even if I wasn’t quite sure yet what to say, I got out of bed and made my way to the shower. I’d be alone for the next week while Jamie and Cameron were on their honeymoon, but unlike usual I wasn’t enjoying having the apartment to myself. The hot water eased my nerves a little bit, but by the time I got to the rink about an hour later, I was getting anxious all over again. Nicole and I used to fight all the time, especially toward the end, but by then I never cared if I hurt her feelings because she didn’t seem to care if she hurt mine. I cared if I hurt Taylor. I cared so much it hurt just to think about it.
 
   Games started early on Sunday mornings, so when I trudged into the rink people were skating around and walking back and forth between locker rooms. Not seeing Taylor at the front desk I poked my head into the pro shop. She wasn’t in there either, so I strolled back to the front desk where Mitch was sitting at the computer.
 
   “Hey, is Taylor here?” I asked him shyly, hoping she was around somewhere.
 
   “She’s doing a clinic on the back rink,” Mitch answered, glancing up at me with a disapproving look in his eyes. “You guys get in a fight or something?”
 
   I almost dropped my head in shame and felt my cheeks color, wondering how much he knew. “I wouldn’t really call it a fight…” If Taylor had yelled back then I would’ve labeled it as such, but she hadn’t said much of anything.
 
   “You remember what I told you?” he asked, raising an expectant eyebrow at me.
 
   How could I forget the fatherly threat he’d made? I nodded as my cheeks burned a little hotter. “Yeah, I know.” Mitch was making me feel like I wanted to crawl into a hole. How did he know anyway? Maybe Taylor used him to vent instead of losing her temper with me. “Is she mad at me?”
 
   He studied me for a few seconds before shaking his head and turning back to the computer. “Didn’t seem like it. I could just tell something happened.” If he wasn’t fond of me dating Taylor before, he was definitely having doubts now. Great.
 
   Without saying anything else I awkwardly turned for the back rink. I could see Taylor out there with Doug, doing a class for what looked like some junior high kids. It took her a minute to notice me since she was in the process of demonstrating a drill with him. When they were finished her eyes fell on me, and after saying something to Doug and getting a nod she coasted off the rink.
 
   “Hi,” she greeted, dropping her gloves and stick by the outside of the rink door. Then, to my relief, she gave me a soft kiss on the cheek. So she wasn’t pissed, that was really good news. “Want to go to my office?”
 
   I nodded and followed in silence while she skated toward the hallway. Upon reaching her room she sat on the edge of the bed, and after closing the door I fell into the spot beside her. We were both facing forward instead of each other, but she watched me for a few seconds while I tried to think of what to say. Where was I supposed to start?
 
   Taylor spoke before I could figure it out. “You feeling better?”
 
   I instantly looked up at her, meeting her eyes with shock. She was worried about how I was feeling. The girl who’d yelled at her for no viable reason. How could she be so selfless? “I feel like shit.” Taylor raised a curious eyebrow at me, but didn’t say anything as she waited for me to explain. “I shouldn’t have taken it out on you, and I’m really, really sorry.”
 
   “You were upset. I get it, you had every reason to be.” She pulled one knee up onto the bed, dangling her skate off the edge and turning to face me. “You didn’t hurt my feelings too bad.”
 
   I sighed, feeling suddenly soggy behind the eyes. She was too good to me. “I don’t ever want to be the kind of girlfriend that treats you like that. I’ll try to control my temper next time, I promise.”
 
   “I mean… you’re kind of sexy when you’re all feisty,” Taylor chuckled teasingly. I giggled a bit, but passed her a look to let her know I was serious, and she nodded. “I should apologize too. It was selfish of me to try and push you into a relationship with your parents. You were right. I wanted to see you happy with them, and I never considered if it was a possibility or not.”
 
   “That’s not the worst thing to want for someone.” I shrugged, but looked at her thoughtfully while it appeared there was something else on her mind. Even more so than when we first started talking, which was strange for me considering I already felt a million times better. “What is it?”
 
   Taylor’s eyes dropped to the mattress, and she took a deep breath before glancing up at me again. “Look, I clearly offended you last night when I said your mom was just uncomfortable… But I have to be honest with you.” She paused, gazing into my eyes while she tried to judge my reaction. I wasn’t sure where this was going, but I could say it was definitely making me nervous. I nodded so she’d continue. “I meant what I said. I’m not saying she wasn’t wrong, because she was. She was out of line making comments like that, but I said what I was thinking. We aren’t always going to agree, and if you want this to work, and you want it to work in the long run,” she stopped again, motioning between the two of us so I knew she meant our relationship, “then you need to trust that one, I’m fucking crazy about you. So two, when I say things like that, I’m never saying them with the intent to hurt you. What I said last night, it’s because I wanted to remind you that there are two sides to every story. Even though she’s dead wrong, in her mind there’s a reason for it. Your relationship can’t progress if both of you don’t try and see where the other is coming from. You understand?”
 
   I nodded, not sure which part to address. Now I felt stupid for taking offense last night. Taylor had never been anything but sweet to me. How could I think she meant to be hurtful? Obviously it’s not what she was doing, but after last night I don’t know if I could stand being around my mother, even if Taylor made a sound argument.
 
   “I don’t know if I can keep trying with her though.”
 
   “And I’ll support that,” Taylor agreed instantly. “She’s obviously not ready for the kind of relationship you need from her.” I nodded again, looking down at Taylor’s hand when she set it on my thigh. “Jordan, I will always stand with you, but if that means telling you something you might not want to hear, then that’s what I have to do. Just like I’m sure Victoria says things you don’t like. Right?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. That’s exactly how mine and Victoria’s relationship worked, and Taylor was absolutely right that I needed to start trusting her more. This kind of healthy interaction was new to me, and I was never quite sure what to do. However, even though the progress was slow, I was learning.
 
   “Yeah, okay.” I leaned forward and pressed my lips to Taylor’s, giggling when she put a hand on my hip to push me onto my back. “You’re crazy about me, huh?” I asked playfully, reaching up to wrap my arms around her neck.
 
   “No.” She chuckled, slipping an arm completely around my waist and bringing me closer. “I’m fucking crazy about you.”
 
   I sighed, pulling her down so her forehead was against mine. “You’re too good for me.”
 
   “That’s not true at all,” she protested, giving me a playful glare. “I’m just good enough.”
 
   Taylor lowered herself until she was once again kissing me gently. The soft movement of her lips, the way she gripped my body tight against hers, I started getting those funny feelings again, right at the center of my chest. The ones I got when I looked at her at the wedding, only this time I couldn’t blame it on all the romance in the air. Nope, truth of the matter was that Taylor had me wrapped around her finger. I’d already fallen for her, hard. Whether or not she was too good for me, she was without a doubt exactly what I needed. One of the pure, perfect lights because of which my tunnel was no longer dark and hopeless.
 
    
 
   April 15
 
    
 
   The TV droned in the background while I read through my accounting textbook. Really, I was just killing time until Justin arrived. I hadn’t spoken to my mother all week, but I was assuming I’d still be able to babysit. If she ended up not showing with my brother, she’d probably never know an end to my fury. Fortunately, a couple minutes later there was a knock on the door. I opened it up, and the second Justin ran in I closed it, not even bothering to look at or acknowledge my mother. Even if she had an apology, I had nothing to say to her.
 
   “So,” I started, turning to Justin, who was standing there looking up at me with those big blue eyes. “I was thinking you and me could go to the hockey rink with Taylor, and we’ll teach you how to skate.”
 
   His eyes widened excitedly, and as he grinned he jumped into the air. “Yeah!”
 
   “Okay, let me get my keys,” I laughed, genuinely pleased he was happy about it. I made my way into the kitchen to grab my keys off the counter. “Are you hungry? Do you want me to make you something before we leave?”
 
   Justin trudged into the kitchen and shrugged. “Okay.”
 
   “You don’t sound too hungry,” I mused, lifting him up and setting him on the counter so he was at eye level with me. “How about some grapes?”
 
   When he nodded I reached into the refrigerator and pulled out a stem of fruit. After I rinsed it under the sink I wrapped it in a paper towel, holding it in one hand while I scooped Justin up with my other. In the car I set him in the back seat and handed him the vine, then I got into the driver’s seat and started for the rink.
 
   “Want one?” Justin asked, extending the grape in his hand.
 
   I wasn’t hungry, but he looked so cute when he asked I couldn’t resist taking it. “Sure, thanks.” He offered me about four more by the time we got to our destination, and I wondered if he was just offering because he was getting too full. “Alright, let’s go find Taylor,” I said enthusiastically, unbuckling the seatbelt for him so he could crawl out of the car.
 
   He grabbed my hand and dragged me inside so fast I almost had to jog to keep up with him. Mitch noticed us walk in, and knowing what we wanted he immediately pointed toward the pro shop. I smiled appreciatively and directed Justin through the doors across from the front desk. Sure enough, Taylor was behind the tool counter, working on a stick for some customers that stood nearby, watching her work. Usually a guy named Logan worked the pro shop, but it didn’t look like he’d shown up today.
 
   “Tayloh!” Justin yelled, letting go of my hand and running behind the tool counter to give her a hug.
 
   “Hey,” she chuckled, picking him up and setting him on the edge of the tool counter like I’d done in the kitchen. Then she smiled hello at me. “There’s a practice on the back rink right now, but it’ll be done in about ten minutes.”
 
   As I nodded Justin pointed to the stick in Taylor’s hands, asking, “what are you doing?”
 
   “This guy’s stick is too small, so I’m making it longer for him,” Taylor answered, pointing to the customers who were waiting for her – a small boy a little older than Justin and his mother. “Want to help me?” Justin nodded vigorously, so Taylor handed him a hot air gun that looked a lot like a blow dryer. She held up a three-inch long piece of wood that would fit into the butt end of the kid’s stick, and pointed to the hard glue along the bottom of it. “Shoot this thing.”
 
   She flicked the switch for him so that the gun turned on, and he giggled hysterically when after a few moments of the hot air hitting the glue, it started to melt. “Cool!”
 
   Taylor laughed, clearly glad he was getting more enjoyment out of it than she would’ve been, and after another minute flicked the gun off. “Thanks, bud.” After she shoved the extension into the end of the stick and taped it up, she handed it back to the small kid waiting on the other side of the counter. “Here you go. You stop growing, or you’re going to cost Mom a fortune.”
 
   “He’s already costing me a fortune.” The kid’s mom rolled her eyes playfully. “Thanks, Taylor.”
 
   “Sure thing.” Taylor waved after them as they left, and now that the pro shop was empty she leaned over the counter to give me a more proper greeting. Justin giggled and covered his eyes teasingly when she gave me the kiss, making the both of us laugh. “He needs skates right?” she asked, turning her back in front of Justin. He immediately knew she was going to give him a piggyback ride, so he wrapped his arms around her neck and held on with a grin. At my nod she began to lead us out of the pro shop. “I think we have some adjustable ones behind the front desk.”
 
   “I have to get my skates out of the car,” I told her, veering toward the exit.
 
   When I came back in a minute later Taylor and Justin weren’t around the front desk, so I strolled to the back rink. She already had Justin’s skates on and was in the process of pulling on her own when I reached them.
 
   “Did you want to teach him?” Taylor asked, nodding toward Justin, who’d pushed himself onto his knees and was already trying to get to his feet.
 
   “I wouldn’t know how,” I answered. I’d never tried to teach anybody how to skate, but Taylor helped with clinics all the time. If anyone were to show Justin how to do it, it should be her.
 
   “Okay,” she said. She stood up and grabbed Justin under his arms from behind, lifting him onto his feet and rolling him out onto the rink.
 
   I finished lacing up my skates and coasted to where she was kneeling in front of Justin, holding his hands while he found his sense of balance. I plopped down on the floor next to them, stretching my legs out and leaning back on my hands. For the next few minutes I watched as Taylor supported a majority of his weight, every once in a while giving tips like ‘bend your knees,’ or ‘keep your feet straight.’
 
   “You want to hear something cool?” Taylor asked me, glancing over but keeping her hands out for Justin to hold onto. I smiled that she’d ask instead of just telling me, and nodded. “The tournament in a couple weeks,” she started, and I nodded again to let her know I was aware of it. “My coach pulled some strings, and he’s getting a scout from the national team to come watch us play.”
 
   “The national team?” I asked thoughtfully. “Like, Team USA, professional roller hockey, national team?”
 
   “Well, I mean, it’s not quite Olympic status… I’d have to play ice for that. But, yeah.” Taylor was grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “Wow,” I laughed, sincerely impressed, and maybe a little bit in shock. “And the scout’s coming just to watch you?”
 
   “Me and one other girl.” She nodded.
 
   “Taylor, that’s incredible.” I beamed, and reached over to give her leg an excited squeeze for emphasis. She smiled appreciatively and threw her hands to Justin’s waist, steadying him as he began to topple over. “What happens if you make the team? Where would you train?”
 
   “From what I gather, most of the girls play for colleges all over the country. So since everyone plays year round, the team only trains together for like a week before the international tournament.” She looked at me again, smirking at the concern behind my question and knowing I didn’t want her to have to move. “Don’t worry, I wouldn’t be leaving you.”
 
   I gave a shy smile, slightly embarrassed I’d made it that obvious. At least she was comfortable pointing it out and reassuring me. “Does that mean you’re going to get fancy at the tournament?” I asked.
 
   Taylor shrugged. “Maybe, if I don’t feel like it’ll mess me up, and I don’t get nervous.”
 
   “Don’t be nervous,” I told her encouragingly. “I haven’t been playing for too long, but I haven’t played a team yet with a girl better than you.”
 
   She gave me another grateful smile, but before she could respond Justin tapped her politely on the arm. “I’m ready now.”
 
   “Okay, remember, keep your hands out in front of you,” she reminded, scooting away. “Take baby steps.” We both watched in anticipation as Justin took a single, tiny step forward. Then he took another, and another, until he was shuffling forward toward Taylor. She let out an accomplished laugh. “You’re so athletic!” To me she asked playfully, “think he’s going to be a stud when he gets older?”
 
   “He’s already a stud,” I scoffed. “You saw him with the ladies at the wedding. Isn’t that right Justin?”
 
   “Yeah,” he agreed with a smile, even if he wasn’t sure exactly what he was agreeing to. “I did it!” he shouted happily when he got to Taylor, and she had to catch him again because he jumped and almost lost his balance.
 
   After that Taylor tried to get him to go faster, and before long he was going back and forth between the two of us like he’d been skating plenty of times. She even added a hockey stick about halfway through, which he couldn’t have been happier to hold on to even if she wouldn’t give him a puck right away. Justin was a fast learner, however, and even though I hadn’t expected him to be anywhere near ready to actually try playing hockey today, I severely underestimated him. He wanted to be on Taylor’s team, and we both let him keep the puck most the time, even though he couldn’t quite figure out the technique yet for how to really use the stick. Soon after that Victoria finished working, so she clocked out and came to play on my team against Justin and Taylor.
 
   I don’t think I’d ever seen either Justin or Taylor as happy. Justin was having a blast thinking he was beating Victoria and I and skating around us. This had been an idea I had for bonding with Justin, but Taylor was bonding with him too. She reverted to her cheating ways a couple times, one of which she handed Justin the puck and scooped him up to skate him past Victoria and I to the net. He thought it was hilarious, screaming and giggling the entire time, Taylor laughing in equal amusement. It was watching how she was with him that made me realize she already adored the kid as much as I did.
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   My last game of the night had finally finished, so after clocking out and grabbing my backpack out of the car I hustled to Taylor’s room. She was already there waiting for me, since I’d asked her earlier if we could study instead of skating tonight. When I busted in she jumped a little, chuckling that I’d scared her.
 
   “Guess what,” I said with a grin, throwing my backpack on the far side of the bed and sitting down when she scooted over to make space for me.
 
   “What?” Taylor asked, and put the book she was reading down in her lap.
 
   “I talked to my academic advisor today, and he checked over all my units.” When I paused she nodded, trying to get me to continue. “After this semester, I’m done! Graduating. Making my way into the grown up world.”
 
   “Congratulations,” Taylor laughed. “Dare I ask what you plan on doing next?”
 
   “Well…” I started thoughtfully. “I should really get my masters, but I can’t do that without making more money. So I need to put my bachelors to use first.” Taylor nodded in agreement, looking like she was trying to think of a solution. “Who does the rink’s finances?” I asked shyly.
 
   “Mitch mostly. It stresses him out though, he hates it.” She looked up at me, and after cocking her head thoughtfully she smiled, catching the motive behind my question. “I’ll pitch it to him. He actually might really like not having to do it.”
 
   “Thanks.” I gave her a grateful and excited kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Are you going to walk at graduation?” she asked, handing me the backpack I was reaching for.
 
   I took the bag from her, pulling out a book and a pen while I gave myself a moment to think about her question. “I don’t know, probably not. I don’t really care, and it’s just going to cost me more money.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Taylor laughed, and since I started to open up my textbook she pulled her own book off her lap and picked up reading again.
 
   “What’re you reading?” I asked curiously, leaning over to see even though I wasn’t really reading any of the words in the book.
 
   Taylor kept her thumb on the inside, but closed the novel so I could see the cover. “Pride and Prejudice.”
 
   I gave her a blank stare. “You’re reading it for fun…?”
 
   “It just so happens that this is one of my favorite books,” she said wide-eyed, exaggerating offense. “Have you never read it?”
 
   “Saw the movie, but I had to read the book for one of my literature classes, and I couldn’t even finish it.” At first I was just being curious, but now I couldn’t resist teasing her. “How many times have you read this thing?” I asked, taking in the worn out spine and all the annotations on the inside.
 
   “Too many to count,” she giggled embarrassedly.
 
   Who knew Taylor was such a romantic? And teasing her was just too much fun. “But the book is so boring.”
 
   Taylor gasped in offended shock. “This is one of the greatest love stories of all time!”
 
   “Eh,” I said, holding back a smirk at her reaction. I actually really liked the movie, and had I ever liked reading in my life I probably would have loved the book, but Taylor didn’t need to know that just yet. “That’s debatable.”
 
   “You are in so much trouble.” Taylor tried to hold back an amused laugh as she threw the book behind her, pushed mine off onto the floor, and pulled my hips down so I was lying flat on the bed. She threw one leg over so she was sitting astride my hips, and grabbing my arms she pinned them above my head. “You will take it back,” she whispered in my ear.
 
   The whispering tickled against my ear, and I’d started giggling from it, until without warning she bit into the side of my neck. It startled and delighted me so much that in reaction I bucked my hips, and even though Taylor loosened her teeth’s hold on my flesh, her amused laugh vibrated against my throat. She was leaning over me to keep my hands pinned and reach my neck, and the way her body felt, her chest pressed flat against mine, her thighs and pelvis shoved tight against my hips, it was making it extremely difficult to concentrate. Must. Keep. Teasing.
 
   “You can torture me like this all night. I don’t-” As I spoke she bit into my neck once more, and I threw my hips again, finishing my sentence in a pleasured squeak. “Mind.”
 
   “You sure about that?” I could feel Taylor’s lips thin when she grinned against my skin, and she kissed her way back up to my ear. “I think I could break you.” She’s too sexy. I’m already breaking. With her lips still against my ear I gave a strained nod, forcing an ‘mhm’ past the lusty lump in my throat. “Okay,” she said teasingly, letting go of my wrists and sliding her hands down my arms and to my ribs. If I weren’t so paralyzed and disoriented by how she was kissing me, I’d have expected what was coming next. Her fingers attacked my sides, and she smirked when I let out a tickled shriek. “Take it back.”
 
   I shook my head, laughing hysterically as I tried to be defiant, but she was relentless. “Okay!” I could hardly speak through the fit of laughter. “I take it back!”
 
   “And why?” Taylor asked, hands tensed threateningly over my ribs like she’d start to tickle me again if my answer wasn’t satisfactory.
 
   I giggled, squirming away from her touch. “Because Pride and Prejudice is one of the greatest love stories of all time.”
 
   “Good girl,” she praised, pecking me on the lips and resuming her spot beside me.
 
   I lay there for a few more seconds as the remnants of arousal faded away, then I reached over the side of the bed for my textbook. “I really think that you’re the tease in this relationship,” I said, glaring at her playfully.
 
   “I’m okay with that.” Taylor beamed.
 
   I just rolled my eyes, chuckling and leaning into her to start studying. Finals were in a few weeks, and while I was usually pretty good about studying, I would be studying on overdrive until the semester was over. The last thing I wanted to do was have to go back to school for a whole other semester just because I failed one class.
 
   We’d been sitting there for a good hour while I took notes before my pen started to fade. I shook it, hoping that would help get some of the ink out. It helped for another five minutes, then it was useless.
 
   “My pen is out of ink,” I told Taylor, holding it out to show her.
 
   She pointed toward the desk against the wall across from us. “There’s some in the middle drawer.”
 
   I pushed myself off the bed and went to the desk. There were plenty of pens for me to choose from, but as I reached in to grab one something else caught my eye. Taking a stealthy peek back to make sure Taylor wasn’t looking at me, I reached for the small, velvety black box. I could have easily guessed what was inside, but it didn’t stop my heartbeat from picking up when I opened it and those little diamonds sparkled up at me. Obviously Taylor wasn’t going to propose to me, that would be crazy, but something about seeing the ring made my stomach jittery. Why’d she even have one in the first place?
 
   “Taylor,” I prompted, and when she looked up at me I timidly showed her the box. “What’s this?”
 
   At sight of it, Taylor put the book down on the bed beside her and stood up. When she got to me she took the box and pulled the gold ring out. “It was my mom’s. Her grandmother passed it down to her when she married my dad.” With a reminiscent smile Taylor slipped the ring onto her finger. “I always used to take it from her and wear it.” Taking it off again she gently reached for my hand. “After she died my dad wanted me to have it, for if I get married someday.”
 
   It didn’t seem like she was really thinking about what she was doing because she was so caught up in a memory, but when she put it onto my left ring finger my heartbeat picked up again. It fit perfectly, and the implications along with the fact that I could hardly breathe made me lightheaded.
 
   “Sorry,” Taylor apologized, chuckling nervously at my reaction as she took the ring back.
 
   Was I blushing? She was blushing a little. It felt really hot in here.
 
   Taylor dropped the box back into the drawer, smiling shyly and plopping back onto the bed. Breathe, Jordan. This is good to talk about.
 
   “Do you ever want to get married?” I asked after I took a deep breath and sat down next to her.
 
   “I would love to get married someday.” She smiled, still a little nervously, and lifted up the arm I was nudging against so I could curl up under it. “What about you?”
 
   “I don’t know, I never really thought about it.” I shrugged, playing with the fingers of the arm that fell comfortably over my shoulder. “I mean, I guess. I just didn’t think I’d ever even be in a serious relationship again, you know?”
 
   Taylor chuckled, and I could feel her turn to look down at me. “Does the idea scare you?”
 
   I sighed. Did it? Sure. I’d say it was because the only marriage I’d ever witnessed was my parents’, and even though they were still together I wouldn’t call it the best relationship I’d ever seen. That didn’t seem to bother Jamie though. “Kind of.” Maybe it was just because I’d never been with someone I could picture myself spending forever with. Could I picture myself getting married to Taylor someday? I couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe… Yeah, I think I would want to.”
 
   Taylor let out an amused huff at my irresolution on the subject. “Is it going to totally freak you out if I ask about kids?”
 
   “Woman, are you trying to give me a heart attack?” I teased, but tilted my head up to plant a reassuring kiss on the underside of her jaw. “I actually know for sure I want some.”
 
   “I never want kids,” Taylor said, and I dropped my jaw in shock.
 
   After another second I realized how ridiculous it was, seeing how she was with Justin, and I giggled, “liar.” Then I realized that I was talking to her about something I’d never even thought about myself. “This is a weird conversation.”
 
   “Why is it weird?” she laughed.
 
   “Because, how would we even have kids?” That was a stupid question. There were plenty of ways she and I could have kids. It was still strange to think about.
 
   Instead of answering my question, Taylor sounded surprised. “We?”
 
   “That is why we’re having this conversation, isn’t it?” I asked, rolling my eyes playfully. She chuckled a bit, but didn’t say anything after that, which made me look up at her curiously. Did she not think I was serious enough about her to take this conversation seriously? “Taylor, do you feel like I’m good at showing how much I like you?”
 
   “What?” she asked, again in shock, and then added quickly, “yeah.” But her answer hung in the air, and a moment later she said timidly, “maybe you could instigate more…”
 
   “Instigate?” I repeated in confusion, thinking for a few seconds before I realized she meant physical affection.
 
   Whenever she touched me I always accepted it, and even encouraged it further, but I guess that wasn’t the same as starting it. To show her I understood what she meant, I threw my book away, took the hat off of her head, and pulled her down on top of me.
 
   “You know why I don’t do it that often?” I asked.
 
   With a satisfied grin, Taylor adjusted herself so she was lying more comfortably over me. “Why?”
 
   Before responding I slipped my hands under her shirt, and she instantly pushed herself up a bit so I could touch her stomach. I’d felt her abs before and she didn’t even seem to notice, but now, as I caressed her skin I felt every muscle beneath my fingers constrict. Even though she wasn’t flexing, each line was defined. My fingers traced the indents of her hips, followed the definition along the sides of her abdomen, and massaged each muscle I could feel tensing beneath her skin.
 
   “Because if I instigated even half as often as I wanted to,” I began, shifting one hand up her torso. The tips of my fingers brushed against her bra, but I kept going, staring into those bright brown eyes that almost seemed to be pleading with me, begging my touch not to be so painfully light. She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as I finally pressed my hand between her breasts, just so I could feel the maddening beat of her heart. “Then we’d be in just this position, twenty-four seven.”
 
   Keeping my hand where it was, I used my other to pull Taylor’s shirt away from her shoulder, and I heard a sharp intake of air when I lifted my lips to her collarbone. Her heartbeat picked up against my palm when I kissed to the muscle above that bone, and I nipped and sucked at it until I was sure a small bruise would form later.
 
   “You should definitely instigate more,” Taylor said through erratic breaths while I pulled away. It sounded as though it were difficult for her to even speak, and knowing how much she enjoyed the feeling quickened my own pulse to match hers.
 
   Taylor had no idea the monster she was creating. I’d survived the last four years on physical intimacy while I received virtually no release. Even though Taylor tempted me and made me feel ways that were unparalleled by anything I’d ever experienced, I was practiced in the art of abstinence, and I could stimulate her with nips and gentle touches all night if she reacted this way every time.
 
   I smirked, moving my hands back to her hips so I could pull her down for a kiss. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
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   I could hear a faint honking coming from outside, and Victoria had already texted me that she arrived, so I picked up the pace and pulled my sneakers on without even tying them. When I got to my car to grab my hockey gear out of the trunk, Victoria stared at me expectantly, waving at me to hurry as I started toward her. Just to poke fun, I slowed to a ridiculous pace until she started honking again, and worried she’d annoy the neighbors I hurried over. She popped the trunk of the car for me, and after I threw my gear in next to hers I hopped into the passenger’s seat.
 
   “Who pissed in your Wheaties?” I asked, tugging the seatbelt across my chest.
 
   “Charlie texted me, the games are running early,” she told me through a laugh, peeling away from the curb.
 
   I looked at the clock. It was only eleven in the morning. The tournament had barely started. “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah,” Victoria shrugged. “I guess there was a mercy in one of the kid’s games.”
 
   “Wow, okay,” I said, still surprised. “How long until our game starts?”
 
   “An hour,” she answered, side-glancing at me while I shook my head in dismay. We were going to a different rink for this tournament, so it would take about forty-five minutes just to get there. “Anyway, are you finally getting good enough to beat Becks?”
 
   “I wish,” I scoffed, kicking my feet up onto the dashboard and leaning back in the seat. “Don’t expect to win any gold today.”
 
   “Still can’t stop checking her out on the rink, huh?” Victoria teased.
 
   “Maybe,” I giggled, no longer shy about admitting those kinds of things to her. “There’s a scout from Team USA coming to watch her play today. So she won’t be taking it easy.”
 
   Her jaw dropped, and she looked over at me to see if I was being serious. “Holy shit, that’s awesome.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, she’s pretty excited.”
 
   “How are you guys anyway? You seem good.” I just nodded again, since Victoria saw us together all the time and was just making conversation. “Have you guys…”
 
   “You’re so obnoxious!” I scolded in irritation, though I couldn’t hold back a laugh. She just raised an expecting eyebrow at me, waiting for the answer and making me laugh again. “No. Why do you care so much?”
 
   “I’m just asking,” she said slowly, adding, “then I could judge if you’re in love with her.” I rolled my eyes, and when I didn’t reply she squinted at me curiously, like my silence supplied an answer. “Are you in love with her?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said defensively. Why was she asking me hard questions? I’d never been in love before. Were most people there by now? “I really, really like her a lot. Okay?” She shrugged like her asking was no big deal, so I decided to bug her. “What about you and Austin? You’ve been together for a while. Talking about marriage and babies yet?”
 
   “The hell?” she exclaimed, giving me a look that said to shut up.
 
   “I mean, I’m just saying,” I continued, grinning playfully. “Aren’t you in love with him?”
 
   “Alright, alright,” she chuckled knowingly, catching my point. “I’ll leave you alone.”
 
   I smiled satisfactorily, but now I was actually curious. Was the conversation Taylor and I had about that stuff normal? So I dropped the teasing tone. “Really though, do you guys talk about it?”
 
   Victoria glanced at me again to make sure I wasn’t still picking on her, and then nodded. “Yeah, we talk about it.” I pursed my lips thoughtfully, feeling her eyes fall on me once more. She’d known me long enough to know I hadn’t a clue what was supposed to happen in a relationship, so she continued. “You have to talk about it if you’re serious with someone. With big stuff like that you got to make sure you want the same thing.”
 
   “Do you want to marry Austin?” I wonder why I’d never asked Victoria any of these questions. Usually she only brought things up when she and him were in an argument.
 
   She nodded, and I could see a happy smile when she talked about it. “We’re thinking of doing it in a couple years when he’s done with school.”
 
   I chuckled at how it sounded like they had a plan for it. “So you’ll already know if he’s going to propose?”
 
   “Oh yeah, I told him I’ll kill him if he surprises me,” Victoria laughed.
 
   “That’s romantic,” I said jokingly, to which she just shrugged.
 
   We got to the rink not long after that and had to hurry into the locker room to get ready for our first game. Victoria and I made it out onto the rink right as warm ups were ending, much to our coach’s anxiety since he wasn’t sure we were even going to make it. The first team we were playing was one from Las Vegas. Fortunately, they were a pretty new team, and because we didn’t have much of a history playing against them, there were no rivalries and the game was fairly penalty free. Bonnie, our goalie, was playing like her life depended on it, so Las Vegas only managed to score once to our four. About halfway through the game I saw Taylor standing near the bleachers with a couple of her teammates, and she waved at me when I noticed her. By the time the last period ended, however, she’d already left to start her next game.
 
   Victoria went with me to watch Taylor’s game, and since the bleachers were full we had to stand at the glass. I scanned the seating for someone who looked official, trying to judge if the scout was here yet, but everyone looked pretty normal to me. I was surprised to find that the Misconducts were playing a Canadian team. Victoria wasn’t kidding when she told me the tournaments would just keep getting bigger. I was also surprised at how good they were.
 
   Of course, as a Canadian team I expected them to be decent, but they were giving Taylor a serious run for her money. Once toward the end of the game she was stuck in the corner with one of the other team’s offenders, and she was getting pushed and swiped at so mercilessly even I was impressed she held onto the puck. Misconducts ended up winning by one goal, so if my team wanted to even win silver today, then the Canadians were the team to beat.
 
   Austin arrived at the rink right as Taylor’s game ended, so I went with Victoria to find him. It was fine for the first ten minutes as we hovered near a rink and watched one of the top level men’s games, until her and Austin started being all lovey dovey, so I tapped her on the shoulder to get her attention.
 
   “Vic, I’m going to find Taylor.”
 
   When she gave me a nod I turned toward the expanse of venue. Like most, this place had three rinks. Unlike most, it was set on a large plot, so everything was surprisingly spread out. The main area had the front desk and the first of the two rinks, with a sports bar between them, while the second rink was in a separate area adjacent to this one. It was like they had to buy two separate buildings and connect the in-between so it would form one place. In the area near the third rink there was a pro shop and a small pizza joint, which was where I was hoping to find Taylor.
 
   I strolled along the first rink through the crowds of skaters and spectators, and as I neared the center where I could go left into the bar or right to the adjacent building and third rink, I caught a familiar gaze near the bar. From behind helmet-mussed black hair, brown eyes met mine, and when she started coming my way I froze with panic. Ah, shit. The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Nicole. Aside from the fact that I wanted nothing to do with her, I didn’t need Taylor catching her trying to kiss me or something. Taylor didn’t seem like the type to go into a jealous rage, but I could never be sure.
 
   Nicole was getting closer, and I sighed with relief when a fresh group of people crowded the walkway, cutting me out of Nicole’s vision just long enough for me to duck away. I picked up my pace, nearly jogging over to the third rink just in case Nicole saw me retreating and was trying to follow. I didn’t even risk a glance back to make sure as I caught sight of Taylor sitting in the pizza place with some of her teammates. Not caring if the Misconducts wanted me there or not, I plopped down next to Taylor, knowing if Nicole had followed that she wouldn’t try talking to me now that there were other people around.
 
   “Hey.” Taylor greeted with a grin when I dropped at her side, and under the table she put a hand on my thigh. I must’ve still had a frantic look on my face, because she glanced around at the people in the restaurant. “You hiding from Vic or something?”
 
   “Nicole,” I told her honestly.
 
   “DeCosta?” one of her teammates clarified. She was a tall defenseman of mixed black heritage, with a dark beige complexion and light hazel eyes. I just nodded. “Hate that bitch.” I couldn’t help but smirk. Maybe that was a little harsh. But then again…
 
   When nobody said anything else the three of her teammates looked at me curiously, like they couldn’t figure out why I was actually sitting here. Maybe Taylor hadn’t said anything about dating me. Just as I was beginning to feel awkward, the smallest one, a short, petite brunette with brown eyes who I knew played forward for the team, spoke.
 
   “Taylor, Taylor, Taylor,” she said, shaking her head in teasing disappointment. “Fraternizing with the enemy?”
 
   Taylor chuckled and shrugged, then pointed to introduce me. “Guys, Jordan.” She pointed at the tall defensemen and then the girl who’d just spoken. “Bailey, and Dot.” Then she tossed her finger toward the other girl, the biggest girl on the Misconducts team, in height and brawn, with dirty-blonde hair and tiny green eyes. It was number eighteen, the one Holly always got in fights with. I was just glad she didn’t seem to be glaring at me for associating with her rival. “And Talia.”
 
   “Nice to meet you guys.” I smiled nicely, unconsciously leaning in closer to Taylor.
 
   Bailey tilted her head to the side, studying the two of us with those light hazel eyes for a few moments before shrugging. “I guess I approve, you’re pretty good at hockey,” she told me, as if hockey was all that mattered if I was going to be with their best player.
 
   “Yeah,” Dot agreed. “And you got Becks to talk, even if she is still quiet.” I looked up at Taylor, a little surprised that she’d never even spoken to her teammates during her silence. “But you better not distract her with that scout coming.”
 
   “I promise,” I said hastily, and to try and be friendlier I added, “it’s not like it would hurt anyway, she could beat most people blindfolded.”
 
   All three of them chuckled, nodding in agreement. Then Talia slapped her hands on the table in exasperation at something she thought of. “Can you believe those damn Canadians?”
 
   “I know!” Bailey leaned forward intensely. “They came out of nowhere.”
 
   “They’re only here to try and intimidate us,” Dot chimed in, looking back and forth between the girls on either side of her. “We aren’t even supposed to go international for a couple more tournaments.”
 
   “At least you guys beat them,” I tried to be reassuring. “I don’t think we stand a chance.”
 
   “If your goalie stays on point like she was in the first game you might be okay,” Dot told me.
 
   Bailey nodded her agreement and leaned forward again, like the pointers she was going to give were top secret. “Watch out for number nine though. She’s their goal scorer, and she loves to cut across at the last second.”
 
   “Oh yeah,” Talia added, “and they swarm the puck. They’ll have at least two girls on you at a time if you’re holding it. So keep it moving at all costs.”
 
   “Thanks.” I grinned appreciatively, glad that they were trying to help instead of just letting us fend for ourselves. Taylor’s teammates weren’t quite as intimidating as I thought they’d be. “I’ll pass on the info.” Then I glanced down at the cellphone I’d placed on the surface of the table, checking the time. “I got to go, next game starts soon.”
 
   At that, all the girls checked their own phones. “Us too,” Bailey said as they all stood with me. “Good luck,” she called as her and the other two skated away.
 
   “Scout’s watching this one,” Taylor said, leaning back against the surface of the table.
 
   I grabbed her face between my hands, shaking her back and forth. “You’re going to kill it.” Then I pulled her head forward and planted a teasingly rough kiss on her lips. “Come find me after?”
 
   “I will.” She nodded, skating off to her locker room.
 
   Making my way to my own locker room I kept my eyes peeled, ready to dodge any attempt at conversation if Nicole was still around. Unfortunately, I discovered she was getting ready too, because we were playing her team next. I wasn’t worried about whether or not we’d beat them, considering we usually did, but I never knew a game could be so awkward. I tried not to look at her the entire time, but I could feel her watching me constantly. Who knows what was going on in that delirious head of hers?
 
   Even Victoria noticed. She chalked it up to Nicole trying to take a different approach with me, other than the usual coming on strong and hoping my hormones would do all the work. What made it more awkward was the tension of Victoria hitting her the last time we played their team. It was obvious my teammates were unsure of how to act toward Nicole, and then there was the physical bitterness that came with the history. By the end of the game, I couldn’t be more relieved to be in the locker room and away from the tension.
 
   “J, we’re going to get some food. You coming?” Morgan asked while her and a few of the other girls, including Victoria, headed for the door.
 
   I shook my head, loosening the laces of my skates to give my feet a chance to relax. “I got to wait for Taylor.”
 
   “Oh la, la,” Charlie teased with a wink.
 
   I just rolled my eyes and waved as they left the locker room. With my untied skates still on I coasted to the rink Taylor had been playing on, only to find her game was just ending when I arrived. I motioned to her that I’d be in the bleachers until she was finished taking her gear off, and then headed into the seats to watch the start of the next game. I’d found a few feet of empty seating, so I sat down and relaxed my forearms on my knees as I watched the men skate out onto the rink. I was just starting to get into the game when someone plopped down next to me, so close they were practically sitting in my lap.
 
   “Have you been avoiding me?” Nicole asked, sounding mildly disappointed. She put an elbow on her knee and propped her head up in her hand, looking over at me.
 
   I gave an inward sigh, wondering how she spotted me between all the people sitting around. She was a little too close for comfort, so I scooted over a couple inches before responding. “Now why would I do that?” I asked sarcastically.
 
   Slowly, like she hoped I wouldn’t notice, she scooted closer. “You guys played really good. Have you been practicing more?”
 
   “Yeah… I have,” I answered unsurely, inching away again and wondering what she was trying to pull. When she slipped closer to my side, I scooted once more, now as far as I could go without being in the lap of the man next to me. Nicole didn’t seem to care. She just pushed herself up against me again. “Would you stop?” I asked, trying to shove her thigh away so she would get the hint. The man next to me passed me a glance, since I was pushing myself into him a bit as I tried to push Nicole away. “I can’t be this close to you.” I’m not single anymore!
 
   “Can’t?” she asked, sounding genuinely surprised at my choice of words. With a coy smirk she put her hand on my thigh. “But you want to?”
 
   “No,” I said, shoving her hand off. “I can’t, nor do I want to.”
 
   She slipped her hand back onto my knee. God was she predictable. “You don’t sound too sure.”
 
   I picked up her wrist with my index finger and thumb, like it would burn me, purposefully dropping her hand back in her own lap, only to have her replace it in mine. “Nicole, stop. I’m positive,” I assured her, trying once again to keep her hand off me, and I felt the man next to me give us another weird glance.
 
   “Come on, J,” she begged in exasperation, this time gently rubbing my knee. “What do I have to do?”
 
   So as not to receive any more leers from the gentleman, I whispered angrily, “you have to leave me alone.” Then I forcefully shoved her hand off, yet again.
 
   “Just tell me what you want,” she repeated, not satisfied with my answer as she returned her hand to my thigh, this time shifting it to the inside and grabbing so I couldn’t remove her again.
 
   I groaned in pure frustration, not even bothering now to push her away. How could she not get it? Let me phrase it differently. “Space,” I sighed. “I need space.”
 
   “Am I interrupting something?” Taylor asked awkwardly, making her way through the row toward us and repeatedly looking from my eyes down to where Nicole’s hand was. Thank God!
 
   “Yes.” Nicole glared at Taylor, clearly not aware of our relationship.
 
   “No,” I said firmly, passing Nicole a hard scowl before turning back toward Taylor and mouthing the words ‘save me.’
 
   When Taylor got to us I used all my body weight to scoot Nicole over, that way I made space between the man and I for Taylor. She sat down beside me, still clearly uncomfortable and glancing at Nicole’s hand on my thigh, and leaned over to give me a possessive kiss on the cheek. At the kiss, Nicole’s grip tightened angrily, and I almost winced when her fingers dug deep into my muscle.
 
   Finally getting it, she sighed in an angry huff of breath, “fine, I’ll give you space.” Then she stormed off.
 
   “What was that all about?” Taylor asked unsurely while I wrapped my arms around her waist to give her a grateful hug.
 
   “She’s a psycho,” I groaned, and hoping Taylor wasn’t mad at me I looked her in the eyes. “I swear I tried to get her to go away. I pushed her off me like ten times.”
 
   Taylor chuckled, seemingly amused at my distress. “I believe you.” Just to make sure I knew that even though she wasn’t mad, she didn’t like it, she wrapped her whole arm around my leg. “But this is mine. Next time she pulls something I’ll send Talia after her.”
 
   “That’s fine with me,” I laughed, squeezing her again and apologizing just in case she had any doubt, “I’m really sorry.” She shrugged, giving me a comforting kiss to let me know it truly was okay. “So…” I started expectantly. “The scout?”
 
   Her lips instantly curled into one of the biggest grins I’d ever seen, and she eyed me self-consciously. “They want me on the team.”
 
   I shrieked with excitement, earning more awkward looks from the people around us. I didn’t care though, and I pulled Taylor into a hug and rocked her side to side vigorously. “Taylor that’s amazing! Congratulations!”
 
   She gave a dopey laugh, ducking her head bashfully. “Thanks.”
 
   “I bet you’re going to look so hot in red, white, and blue.” I nudged her playfully.
 
   “Hell yeah, those are my best colors,” she winked, giggling when I started rocking her back and forth again.
 
   I don’t know how she wasn’t bouncing all over the place. I could hardly contain my own excitement for her. “Come on,” I said, standing up and pulling her arm to get her to follow. “We got to see if Vic is back yet so we can tell her. We need to celebrate!”
 
   Taylor stood and followed me without protest. She may have been too humble to brag about her accomplishment, but I was more than happy to tell every one of my teammates, and I knew they’d be just as excited for her as I was.
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   “Working hard, or hardly working?” Taylor asked, coming into the office behind the rink’s front desk. She stepped gradually over the carpet in her skates and sat on the edge of the computer desk I was at, rolling her feet back and forth energetically.
 
   “Both,” I groaned, dropping my head next to the keyboard.
 
   Mitch was more than happy to hand over a little of the responsibility that came with doing the rink’s finances to see how I’d do, and I was starting to see why he hated it so much. The computer program he told me to use was confusing. I hadn’t even been able to find any section that had a single dollar sign in it in the whole hour and a half I’d been sitting here. I was only supposed to be ‘getting acquainted’ with the rink’s finances, and since Mitch left me to my own devices, so far I’d gotten nowhere.
 
   Taylor raised an eyebrow, chuckling at my vaguely distressed answer. When she leaned over to look at what I was doing on the computer she gave a slow nod like she could understand. “What are you looking for on there?”
 
   “Anything,” I answered, looking up at her pleadingly. Not only had I come to work on my day off, but it was early and I usually slept in on Sunday mornings.
 
   With an amused smile Taylor pointed to a link. “Click that.” I did. “And that.” Another click. “Then this one and find pro shop.”
 
   Like it was magic, the final click landed me in a menu of sales reports, so I opened up the pro shop. “What the?” I stared at Taylor in shock, wondering how she managed to figure it out in two seconds.
 
   “Who do you think taught Mitch how to use this thing?” she said in answer to my awe.
 
   I gasped in mock offense, since Mitch had told me that I could figure it out on my own because that’s how he’d learned. “That liar.” Taylor laughed and picked up rolling her feet back and forth while I clicked around for another minute. Now that I knew where to go, this stuff was easy to find. “So,” I started, giving up on the program and turning in the swivel chair toward her. “Do you have a lot of work today?”
 
   Taylor shrugged nonchalantly. “Not really. Clinics all day, and Doug could do those on his own. Why?”
 
   “Jamie and Cameron found a house. I’m going to leave soon and meet them there so they can show me.”
 
   Watching Taylor, I held back a laugh at how she was still rolling her feet. For some reason she had a lot of energy today, and it was cute the way she kept fidgeting. Deciding she was too far away I got up and moved over to stand between her legs, leaning forward with my thighs against the desk since she was still sitting on the edge of it. She grinned at my show of affection and put her hands on my hips, restlessly pushing one side at a time.
 
   “Do you want to go with me?” I asked.
 
   “Mhm.” She smiled, and against each side of my calves I felt her pick up the rolling of her feet again.
 
   “Why are you so hyper right now?” I laughed, putting my hands on hers to stop her from moving my hips. I didn’t mind the energy, if only she hadn’t been doing it so vigorously it was starting to make me dizzy.
 
   Her mouth dropped open thoughtfully for a few moments before she grinned again. Then she took a deep breath as if to calm herself down. “I never get to see you on Sundays. You’re always at home studying for school tomorrow.”
 
   Now I really laughed. That was it? She was just excited to see me? It kind of made me all giddy and excited too. I grabbed her face between my hands and lowered my lips to hers for a joyful kiss. Though I couldn’t help smiling in the middle of it when she started pushing my hips again.
 
   I pulled away, telling her, “you could always come to the apartment, you know.”
 
   “You never told me that,” she said, teasingly defensive.
 
   I just rolled my eyes. “You don’t need to ask if you want to see me.” A second later she pulled me closer and set her chin on my stomach, innocently blinking up at me from under the bill of her hat. Taylor was always playful, but this kind of enthusiasm was contagious. So I grabbed her face in my hands again, shaking her back and forth like she’d been doing with my hips. “You’re being too cute right now I can’t handle it.”
 
   She gave another exaggerated grin to let me know she was pleased with that, and then kissed the palm of my hand before pushing herself up off the desk. “I’ll go take my skates off real quick.”
 
   “I’ll be in the car,” I called after her as she coasted out of the office. The last thing I wanted was for Mitch to assign another task that he wasn’t going to help me figure out.
 
   I closed out the program and poked my head out of the office to check for Mitch. When I couldn’t see him anywhere, I ducked out the front door to the car. It took a few minutes before Taylor came out, skates off and with a pair of jeans on instead of her hockey pants. Now that I thought about it, I probably saw her in one of the few pairs of hockey pants she had just as often as I saw her in normal ones. She actually skated that much. After she was buckled in I gave her the directions so she could read them off to me on the way. Surprisingly, it didn’t take long to get there, since it was closer to the rink than even the apartment was.
 
   Passing through the neighborhood, I decided I liked it. It was nice and well kept, without being too ritzy and upscale to feel comfortable. Most of the houses appeared to be two-story homes, a majority of which had children’s toys and bicycles in the front yards. That wasn’t surprising considering we’d passed an elementary school on our way in. It also let me know that maybe Jamie and Cameron picked the spot because they were planning for kids in the future, an exciting idea in its own right.
 
   When Taylor and I parked on the curb right behind Jamie’s car, her and Cameron were already standing in the driveway with a realtor. At seeing us she waved, excitedly pointing to the house behind her and mouthing the word ‘look.’ Like most of the other houses it was two stories, with a two-car garage and a nice sized front yard. The front yard was a large patch of grass, lined along the back by beds of colorful flowers and with large, dark gray stones cutting through the lawn and leading up to the front door. By the time Taylor and I got out of the car the realtor had already strolled to the front door to open it.
 
   “Let’s go, let’s go,” Jamie sang, motioning for Taylor and I to hurry up and follow to the front door while she dragged Cameron along with her other hand. Cameron allowed himself to be led, giving us an affectionate wink that showed he was probably more excited about Jamie’s joy than the actual house.
 
   We trailed them through the front door, which opened up directly into the living room. Houses always looked bigger when they were completely empty, and the fact that the living room had a vaulted ceiling made it seem even larger. A balcony overlooked it, and I could tell from where we stood at the front door that behind the balcony was an open hallway with three doors.
 
   It also appeared that the entire house had wood flooring. There was a short hallway to our left, which only had two doors, one of which I could tell was a bathroom, and straight ahead from the front door it looked like there was a door-less entry to the dining room. There was another door-less entry on the far right side of the living room, which looked like it might connect to the kitchen.
 
   Jamie enthusiastically led us all down the hallway on the left first, leaving an amused realtor to follow behind. I was right that one of the doors was a bathroom, and the other opened up to a room most likely to be used as an office. There was a large window at the back of the room overlooking the fenced-in backyard, and the backyard was much bigger than I thought it would be. After that we toured the dining room, which happened to be connected to the kitchen and also had a sliding door to the backyard. On the opposite side of the same wall that the front door was on were the stairs that led to the second floor.
 
   Jamie gladly took us up to show us. The whole time she showed us the three bedrooms she talked about their plans for the rooms in the future, and I was right about the kids – there were definitely going to be some of those in the future. I began to wonder at the end of our upstairs tour where I was going to stay, since both of the two smaller bedrooms were designated as ‘the kids rooms.’ Fortunately, I didn’t have to feel uncomfortable asking, because when we got back outside to the driveway Jamie addressed it.
 
   “So?” she asked, looking from me to Taylor like she wanted both of our opinions. “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s really nice.” I grinned. “I love it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Taylor agreed with just as wide of a smile.
 
   Jamie shrieked happily, making Cameron flinch away because she threw her arms with the squeal. “Oh, I’m so happy. Cameron and I were thinking,” she paused, waiting for me to nod before she continued. “The office downstairs is bigger than the bedrooms upstairs. So we figured if you wanted you could make that your room. That way you guys could also feel like you have more privacy when Taylor comes over.”
 
   Jamie continued to glance between the two of us, waiting for an answer to see if we approved. She’d been really subtle, but I knew what she was implying, and it made my cheeks tint a little. Taylor caught it too, because she reached around my back where Jamie couldn’t see and pinched me teasingly in the side.
 
   I nudged her ribs just as playfully with my elbow while I gave Jamie an innocent smile. “That sounds perfect.”
 
   Jamie squealed again, this time going so far as to jump. “Good, because we already put in an offer and it got accepted.” I laughed and rolled my eyes at the fact that it really didn’t matter what Taylor and I thought anyway, and the realtor responded by pulling a wad of paperwork out of her purse. Jamie held up a finger for the realtor and Cameron to wait a minute while she put an arm around my shoulders and led Taylor and I back to the car. “Are you doing okay at the apartment? You’re not getting too lonely are you?” she asked worriedly. Ever since the wedding she’d ditched the apartment to stay at Cameron’s place with him.
 
   I shook my head reassuringly while she continued with me around to the driver’s side. “No, it’s fine. I sleep at Taylor’s a lot.”
 
   “Oh good.” She smiled, eyes shifting from me to Taylor again, this time at what she thought I was implying. Then her gaze settled on Taylor. “Thanks for taking care of my baby sis.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure,” Taylor told Jamie with a wink. She looked at me after that, and when I rolled my eyes again and my cheeks colored at the fact that she wasn’t helping Jamie’s imagination, a teasing smirk turned up the corner of her mouth and her shoulders shook with silent laughter.
 
   “So the house is yours?” I asked, trying to change the subtle tone of the conversation.
 
   Jamie grinned from ear to ear and gave me an excited hug. “Thirty days of escrow and we’re moving in!”
 
    
 
   May 13
 
    
 
   I kept hearing a light shuffling noise that pulled me from sleep, and I tried to tune it out so I could return to my slumber. I’d spent the night at the rink with Taylor, so I knew it was just her going through her morning routine. She was usually really quiet, or I usually slept so deep I never heard her, but lately I’d been getting used to waking up around the time she got out of the shower each morning. I’d hate to admit it, but Taylor was turning me into a morning person. Since the shuffling continued I ventured to crack one eye, just to see what exactly she was doing, and once I caught sight of her both eyes shot wide-open.
 
   When I first saw her at the dresser beside the bed, she’d just finished sliding her jeans up as she got dressed from showering. She didn’t bother to button them before she started digging through another drawer, so they hung loose and open, exposing the edge of her underwear, which rode teasingly low on her hips. Even more of a tease was the fact that the top half of her body was still completely bare, and the only thing that hindered a view of her chest was the arm she was digging through the drawer with. She found what she was looking for in the dresser, and as she pulled out the bra and moved her arm away I snapped my eyes shut, feeling like I shouldn’t be creeping on her. By the time I opened them again, I was disappointed to find she was in the process of doing the clasp at her back. Maybe I shouldn’t have looked away… Should I say something? Probably.
 
   “I can’t decide if I should let you know I’m awake, or just keep staring,” I told her while I kicked off the blankets, and now that she knew I was watching I stretched my neck a little to try and get a better view.
 
   The corner of Taylor’s mouth turned up in a sly grin as she pulled a shirt out and closed the drawer. She turned toward me, and knowing I was practically drooling she pulled the loose boy t-shirt extremely slowly over her head, still not bothering to button her jeans.
 
   “You could’ve gotten away with staring,” she teased and hopped onto the bed, placing her hands on the bed on either side of my waist while she set herself between my legs.
 
   I’d been moving my hands to put them on her hips, but she’d gotten on top of me so fast that they didn’t even make it halfway, and as she eased herself down my hands ended up on her breasts. I froze, embarrassed that it seemed like I’d blatantly gone for it. Whether or not my subconscious had anything to do with it I couldn’t be sure. Taylor froze too, but not in the same embarrassed way I had. She stopped, eyes searching mine like she was waiting to see what I’d do next. I wasn’t sure what to do. Even though I’d just seen her without a shirt on moments ago, the way she felt in my hands, the way the t-shirt fell loose over her body, it left much to the imagination. And my imagination was running wild.
 
   My cheeks might’ve been burning a bit, but I decided to play it cool. So I ran my hands flat up to her collarbone, pressing strong enough to massage the muscles of her chest, and then back down to where they’d landed accidentally the first time. “You’ve just been waiting for me to catch you changing, haven’t you?” I asked, a collected smirk on my lips regardless of the wildly nervous beat of my heart.
 
   I repeated the motion, and when I came back down again she pressed herself harder into my hands, causing an excited flutter in my stomach. The encouragement made me give her a light squeeze before moving to her collarbone once more, and she showed her approval by giving a quiet purr.
 
   “Mmm, I might have been,” she grinned flirtatiously, but she exchanged the grin for biting her bottom lip when I dropped my hands and slid them under her shirt.
 
   I was working my way back up to my newly discovered spot, dragging my fingers along her bare skin and enjoying the contractions of her firm torso, when I hit the bra and stopped. It was disappointing, that fabric that I knew would be in the way if I kept going. I scanned Taylor’s face while my hands shifted outward and around to her back, until I found the clasp she’d done only minutes before, looking for any sign that I was going too far as I unsnapped it.
 
   It was like the unbinding of that barrier was the undoing of whatever composure she’d been holding onto, because while I slid the straps down her arms to remove the article she wasted no time lowering her lips to mine. Her kiss was as gentle as always, but there was a hunger behind each of her movements, behind every nip at the soft flesh of my mouth. Her tongue eagerly caressed my bottom lip, and when I allowed it in I met it just as eagerly with my own.
 
   While she kissed me I found my two hands working at conflicting tasks. One was pressed at her back, trying desperately to bring her body closer to mine while the other explored the delicacy of her chest, pushing her farther from me. Adding to the difficulty of my decision was that Taylor continued pressing herself against my searching hand, encouraging me not to stop while at the same time forcing me to support her body weight with one arm. It wasn’t long before that arm was burning, and the hand at her back won out as the other joined it, pulling her down to me.
 
   It was then that Taylor’s lips left mine to move along my jaw, inching toward my neck. I stretched my chin to give her more access, my breath quickening with every indulgent, provocative peck. She pulled my knee up so my leg would hug her contours and she’d fit more snugly at my center, and that hand ran up the length of my thigh, followed the curve of my hip, and slipped easily under my shirt.
 
   I could feel a moan forming in the back of my throat as Taylor reached my neck, and it came nearer the surface with every wet, open-mouthed kiss and every gentle scrape of her teeth. At the same time she finally bit into the side of it her hand found the excited center of my breast, and the moan came out a thrilled yelp. Obviously curious about the noise, her lips left my skin and I could feel that she was lifting her head to look at me, so I threw a hand up, pressing the heat of her mouth back where I wanted it. At the satisfaction of the sucking and nipping at my neck I arched my back, pushing myself into her so that I might get more of that pleasurable kneading at my chest. It succeeded at what I’d wanted, and when her thumb flicked gently over my nipple I didn’t try to stop the next low hum that escaped my throat.
 
   At the sound Taylor’s hand moved away, and I might have been disappointed if I weren’t eager for whatever delicious feeling it would bring next. At least, that’s how I felt until she reached my belly button, and when she kept going down I gulped. By the time the tips of her fingers slipped under the edge of my pajama pants, I was beginning to panic. When all this started I hadn’t been thinking about if it would get that far or not, but clearly I should have been, because the fact that there was a rising terror in my chest wasn’t a good sign.
 
   Her hand got halfway beneath the lining of my pants before I grabbed it with my own. The movement was swift and precise, a motion I’d completed plenty of times, and even though she stopped at my touch I didn’t release my grip.
 
   “Wait, Taylor…” I murmured slowly, my tone borderline pleading, hoping she wouldn’t be upset.
 
   Aside from that worry though, I was confused. My brain was begging ‘no,’ my body was screaming ‘yes,’ and my heart was racing so fast it wasn’t quite sure what to think. Even the different parts of my body seemed to be at odds. My hand was still holding onto hers so she wouldn’t keep going, but I was throbbing from the proximity and my hips kept inching upward, like if I just had a little touch my mind would realize it was okay and let it happen.
 
   Taylor’s lips left my neck again as she lifted to give me a curious look, wondering why I’d stopped her when she could feel the faint and undecided rocking of my hips. Then it registered, and she yanked her hand away so fast it’s like she thought she was hurting me. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” She even went so far as to move herself off me to lie at my side, and she seemed to be panicking more than I’d been. “I should’ve asked first. Jordan, I am so sorry.”
 
   “Taylor,” I prompted, trying to get her attention. Her embarrassment had gotten rid of my panic, and now I just felt guilty for making her feel bad. “Relax. It’s okay.” Was it? I felt like I’d done something wrong, like I was leading her on. She thought she had to ask? I didn’t want her to feel like she’d have to ask me for sex. That didn’t seem right since I was practically begging for it. But then again, maybe it would have prevented this. “I’m sorry.”
 
   She furrowed her eyebrows in confusion, breathing deep to try and relax herself as she sat up. “Why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything.”
 
   “I started this whole thing.” I shrugged, taking in her reddened cheeks and wondering if she was flushed or blushing. “I shouldn’t have taken it that far.”
 
   “I’m the one who got on top of you,” she countered, the tone of her voice challenging, like she was offended that I was taking the blame. We were both silent for a few tense seconds before she giggled, affectionately pushing my hair behind my ear. “I’m sorry, it doesn’t even matter who started it. You’re not ready, and I’m totally okay with that.” She paused to lie back down on her stomach, and comfortable once again she inched closer to my side. “Besides, I think you should be able to feel me up without feeling pressured for sex.”
 
   At that last part she winked, and I couldn’t help but laugh, but a moment later it faded and I looked her in the eyes, turning down one corner of my mouth. She could say she was okay with it, but I had enough experience to know people generally weren’t happy when they were being teased like that.
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay with it?”
 
   “Yeah, I promise.” She nodded vigorously, cupping my face in one of her hands. “I’ll wait for as long as you need me to. Don’t feel bad. I’m not at all hurt or disappointed.”
 
   “I just hate saying no to you,” I sighed, leaning my face into her palm. If only she knew how badly I wished I were ready.
 
   She chuckled in amusement and shook her head. “Please, don’t ever do something you don’t want to because you don’t want to say no to me.” She studied me to make sure I knew she was being serious. To appease her I nodded, but it was clear she wasn’t completely satisfied, because she continued. “Tell you what. I won’t try to go there again, it’s off limits. I’m ready, so when you feel like you are too then you can take it there, and until then I won’t even think about it.” She gave a small smile and looked away shyly as she teased, “well, to be honest, I might think about it. I won’t act on it though.”
 
   “Okay, deal,” I laughed, from both Taylor’s teasing and relief. I scooted nearer and nearer to her until I’d wedged myself beneath her again. “Can we still make out?”
 
   “You better still make out with me,” she threatened playfully, wrapping her arms around my waist and rolling so that I was on top of her.
 
   Taylor lifted her head to kiss me, giving my bottom lip a fond nibble, which caused me to pull away with an entertained giggle. “You’re a biter,” I told her observingly, seeing as how she’d been nipping at me since we started. Though, I couldn’t say I minded.
 
   She smirked mischievously before pulling me back down. “You have no idea.”
 
   Now that the conversation was over, I couldn’t believe I’d started panicking in the first place. When had Taylor ever reacted poorly to something I did or said? Never. She was perfect. And damn was she hot. There was still a bit of nagging excitement between my legs, whether my brain liked it or not. I also knew for sure that my heart was in fact decided. It wanted the same thing my body did. If only I could figure out how to get over the fear. How could I be afraid of something I wanted so badly? Hopefully a little more time was the only thing I needed, and at least now when it came that I was ready, I didn’t have to worry about if Taylor would be too.
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   At the knocking on the front door of the apartment I rushed to finish the sentence I was reading. With finals coming up I’d had my nose buried in my books nonstop for the last week. I’d even been considering not babysitting Justin today just so I’d have more time to study, but I needed a break. That and, aside from the fact that Justin would be disappointed, Taylor had been severely affection-deprived all week. So I figured she deserved for he and I to come skate with her.
 
   “Joh-din!” Justin’s voice called impatiently, followed by another light knock on the door. Smiling at how cute his bossiness was I closed the book and rushed to let him in. “Hi, Joh-din.” He grinned, skipping in when I opened the door.
 
   Then I started closing the door in my mother’s face, and she started to speak as it was nearly shut. “Jor-” I still closed it anyway.
 
   “So,” I said, turning from the door with a smile to face Justin, who’d already made himself comfortable on the couch. “Do you want to go play hockey with Taylor?”
 
   He shot up, jumping on the couch cushions with a huge grin. “Yeah!”
 
   Laughing, always amused at his excitement for things, I grabbed my keys off the kitchen counter and took him out to the car. Every Saturday for the last month he’d wanted to go skating, which neither Taylor or I minded seeing as we played about half as often as we used to during the week. He was a natural too. Given his age his skating wasn’t at all advanced, neither was his stick handling, but for only practicing one day a week for the last month, he was doing pretty damn well. I was excited to see him skate and actually enjoy it, but I’d be lying if I said I was happier about it than Taylor was. Hockey was her passion, and even though she wouldn’t admit it, she was extremely proud of how fast Justin was learning.
 
   “Hey, Mitch,” I greeted my boss as Justin and I strolled into the rink.
 
   Mitch tore his focus from the computer, and at seeing us he grinned in greeting. When we reached him I dropped my hockey bag and stick onto the floor. “Taylor’s out there with them already,” he said. Then he stretched down, pulling up the gear we’d been storing for Justin under the front desk and setting it on top.
 
   Even though I could tell Mitch was still apprehensive about my dating Taylor, he seemed to be coming around. I chalked the remaining apprehension up to the protective father-role he’d taken on for her, and got used to the idea that he might never be completely happy about it. That’s how most dads were anyway, right? However, the fact that Taylor had been talking regularly the last few months earned me major brownie points with him, and lately he’d stopped giving me the vibe that he was keeping a close eye on me.
 
   “Them?” I asked, picking Justin up and setting him on the edge of the front desk. We hadn’t planned on skating with anybody else.
 
   “Yeah, Vic came with a couple of your teammates,” Mitch answered, and held his hand up to Justin. “What’s up, dude?” Justin giggled and slapped his tiny hand against Mitch’s. Another thing that was helping Mitch get over his ideas of me was this little toddler. Not even Mitch could resist that adorable face and those big blue eyes.
 
   My eyebrows converged curiously, but I decided to go check it out for myself. “Okay, thanks.”
 
   Mitch nodded and I set Justin back on the ground, helping him gather his little skates, stick, and helmet in his arms. Sure enough, when we got to the back rink, Taylor was already out there messing around with Victoria, Charlie, Morgan, and Holly. I waved at them before Justin and I sat down against the outside of the boards, and after I pulled on my skates I got him into his. Once we were finished putting our stuff on I helped him up, since with the helmet on he was a little top-heavy, and he hurried onto the rink ahead of me.
 
   “Justin!” Victoria hollered from across the rink, and he immediately took off toward her.
 
   I stepped onto the floor, already grinning that Taylor was coming toward me. She was skating pretty fast though, and as she neared me I started getting nervous. She slowed down at the last second, but still hit me head on, playfully knocking me back a few inches into the boards. It didn’t hurt at all because she managed to be surprisingly gentle, but she still got me hard enough to make the boards clatter at the impact. Now that I had my back against the glass she had me pinned, and I couldn’t help but giggle while she started planting fast kisses all over my face.
 
   “Fuck,” she started, stopping to get any spot she’d missed, “school.”
 
   “I missed you too.” I grinned, dropping my stick and grabbing her face in my gloved hands so I could get to her lips with my own.
 
   Taylor was acting like I hadn’t seen her all week, when in reality she sat with me for a couple games while I was scorekeeping. I never would’ve imagined I’d love affection so much considering it used to freak me out, but with Taylor, especially lately, I couldn’t get enough.
 
   “Gross!” Morgan yelled at Taylor and I from where she, Holly, and Charlie had gathered near the benches on the opposite side of the rink.
 
   “Yeah, get a room you guys,” Charlie added, sticking her tongue out when I leaned my head over to glare at them.
 
   If it weren’t for the fact that Justin had stopped trying to shoot to see what they were all yelling at, I would have teased them back by planting both hands on Taylor’s backside. Instead, I gave her a final peck before she backed up so I could grab my stick off the ground. As I headed to them I waved Justin over in order to introduce him. He stopped going toward the net again and skated as fast as his little legs would carry him, pushing a puck with his stick the entire way.
 
   “This is my little brother, Justin,” I told the three of my teammates who hadn’t yet met him. Then I knelt down so I was eye level with him and pointed. First at the tallest of the three, with brown eyes and short, spiky black hair. “Bud, that’s Holly.” Then at the smallest and youngest player, with long brown hair and who, judging by the look in her green eyes, already wanted to pinch Justin’s cheeks. “That’s Morgan.” Finally I pointed at the third girl. She was just a little taller than me, though she rarely looked it because she was even more petite than I was. Charlie had recently dyed her hair a dark, sandy blonde, which complemented her dark brown eyes. “And that’s Charlie.”
 
   “Hi,” Justin said quietly, giving a shy wave and making each of the three girls ‘aw.’
 
   “What’s up, Vic?” I asked, nodding toward our teammates, wondering why she brought them. “You decide the Taylor and Justin team needed more competition?”
 
   She chuckled and tossed her thumb toward them. “They were complaining that you never come to scrimmage anymore at the ice rink.”
 
   “Aw,” I started, over exaggerating how flattered I was, turning my gaze on them. “You guys missed me.” As if they’d practiced it, all three of them rolled their eyes at the exact same time.
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself,” Holly teased, taking off to grab a puck.
 
   “Yeah, we just wanted the free rink time,” Morgan added with a shrug, though the corner of her lips turned up in a smirk.
 
   “Whatever,” I said sarcastically, sticking the blade of my stick out as Holly skated by and poking the puck away from her. “You liars.”
 
   Charlie laughed and picked up the puck I’d knocked away from Holly, cradling it on the blade of her stick. “What’s the plan for teams?” Then she grinned and passed a playful look over to Taylor. “I think it should be all of us against Taylor and Justin. That seems fair.”
 
   “We’d still beat them,” Taylor scoffed, rubbing a gloved hand on the top of Justin’s helmet. “Isn’t that right, buddy?”
 
   “Yeah!” Justin grinned up at her, and with a swing like he was holding a golf club, he hit the puck away from Charlie, making all of us laugh at his abundant attitude.
 
   “Alright, how about this?” Holly supplied, motioning between her, Morgan, Victoria, and I. “The four of us, against Taylor, Justin, and Charlie.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Victoria said, earning nods of agreement from Morgan and I.
 
   “What?” Charlie protested, throwing up her hands in shock. “That’s pretty much like Taylor against the four of you.”
 
   “Um, hello?” Morgan started sarcastically, pointing at Taylor. “Team USA?” Then she pointed at Justin. “Stud muffin?” Then she pointed at Charlie and opened her mouth to say something nice, but instead she smirked and shrugged teasingly. “And that’s it.” Charlie laughed and pushed her shoulder.
 
   “Okay, okay,” Victoria said, clearly amused at the situation. “We’ll trade you Morgan for Justin.”
 
   “I don’t want that bitch on my team,” Charlie said, playfully glaring at Morgan.
 
   “Language,” I groaned through gritted teeth, tossing my glance down at Justin so Charlie would get it.
 
   “Sorry!” Charlie blurted, throwing a hand over her mouth, her cheeks tinting a little bit from the slipup. Then she sighed in defeat. “Okay fine, Justin for Morgan.”
 
   I retrieved the puck, putting it in front of Justin’s stick so he could start with it. “You and me are with Victoria and Holly, okay?” I told him, pointing at them to make sure he knew who he was playing with. When Justin nodded we all finally made a move to start playing. Taylor went to start on defense with her two teammates, and I tapped the back of her calf with my stick. “No cheating, you cheater.”
 
   She gave a coy smile as I continued by her toward center rink, where Justin would start out with the puck. “Can’t make any promises.”
 
   We played on those teams for a while, messing around with each other like we normally did, and exaggerating our excitement when Taylor’s team let Justin score each time he got the puck. Eventually, when Justin wanted to switch teams because he loved Taylor that much, we traded him back, for Charlie this time. Even though Justin had a blast, he didn’t seem like the only one. My teammates seemed to enjoy having the toddler on the rink as much as I did, and they even decided that they wanted to play with us again next week. Justin seemed tired out by the time we were done, and I wasn’t just able tell because I had to carry him to the car. He actually slept sprawled out in the backseat for the entire drive.
 
    
 
   June 1
 
    
 
   “Jordan!” Jamie called from the apartment living room, and because her voice sounded urgent I hurried out of my room.
 
   When I got there I found she was barely holding the large TV up, as it had begun to slip off the edge of the stand, so I rushed over to grab the other end of it. “Where’s Cameron?” I asked, helping her set it gently on the floor, not sure why she’d tried to lift it by herself in the first place.
 
   “He just left with the couch and coffee table,” she answered with a grunt and straightened up. She grabbed a blanket nearby to wrap around the TV, that way it wouldn’t get scratched when they moved it.
 
   I turned, about to head for the couch out of habit and sit down, but upon remembering it was gone I sat at the kitchen table. “How’s married life?”
 
   “It’s good.” She finished wrapping the TV and came to sit across from me. “It’s not too different from when we were dating. Except now we just share everything instead of some things.” She giggled and rolled her eyes. “He even grabbed my towel on accident this morning.”
 
   I resisted the urge to laugh and tell her that was no big deal, but Jamie had always been pretty reserved. It didn’t surprise me that she found it borderline scandalous. “Are you excited we’re moving? You seem pretty calm. Usually you’re spazzing out by now.”
 
   “Am not,” she chuckled defensively, nudging my shin under the table.
 
   “Pretty big backyard…” I mused, eyes shifting back and forth innocently. She gave me a slow nod and raised her eyebrow, wondering what I was getting at. I leaned forward, excitedly putting my hands flat on the table. “Can we get a dog?”
 
   “Jordan, we’re not even moved in yet!” She laughed like I was being outrageous.
 
   “So you’ll think about it?” I asked with a mischievous grin.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Both mine and Jamie’s heads turned toward the door when somebody began to push it open. “Knock, knock,” a familiar voice called, and a moment later Taylor’s head poked into the apartment. At seeing Jamie and I at the table she strolled in. “You guys giving up already?”
 
   “Jamie was just telling me about how she thinks there’s such a big backyard we should get a dog,” I said, getting up to give Taylor a tight squeeze hello.
 
   When Taylor raised a curious eyebrow Jamie shook her head. “I didn’t say that!” She stood to continue getting stuff ready, and pushed me in the shoulder as she passed. “Jordan’s the one who wants a dog.”
 
   I shrugged, unable to form a defense. “Did Mitch let you borrow the truck?” I asked Taylor, throwing my arms around her neck.
 
   She set her hands on my waist, and after nodding leaned her forehead against mine. “Yep, it’s outside.”
 
   Jamie shoved past us and into the kitchen, teasing while she grabbed a cup of water, “how long have you guys been together? Shouldn’t you be past the lovey dovey, hanging all over each other stage?”
 
   “She’s just jealous because I have a really hot girlfriend,” I told Taylor, laughing and moving my hips away when Jamie tried to kick me in the butt. Just so we wouldn’t make her uncomfortable though, I pulled away and motioned for Taylor to follow. “I still have to finish putting stuff in boxes.”
 
   Taylor followed me into my bedroom, and I saw her smile at how messy it looked. Before she’d arrived, I’d been throwing things all over the place, trying to organize the boxes. Knickknacks there. Books here. Clothes there. Only, instead of ending up organized, I found a lot of things I forgot I had, and not knowing where to put them I’d just started setting stuff everywhere. Now Taylor stood by the door, an amused smile on her face but not daring to step farther, like she feared getting lost in the mess. That or stepping on something she might break.
 
   “Should we get the bed out first so there’s more room?” she asked, leaning against the doorframe and lifting a tattooed arm to adjust her bright blue hat. I raised an eyebrow thoughtfully, and then nodded my approval at the idea. I began to pull the blankets and sheets off the mattress, but she turned around to head out. “Let me open the front door real quick.”
 
   A few seconds later she came back, and each grabbing one end of the mattress we carried it to the truck. I hadn’t been outside yet, but now that I was I realized summer was here. It was only ten in the morning and it had to be about eighty degrees already. It would’ve been nice if the house we were moving to had a pool in that big backyard. Maybe I could convince Jamie to get a dog and a pool. That might be a long shot though, at least for now. After we took the mattress we went back in for the box spring, taking that out to the truck as well. Not too surprisingly, the bed of the truck was almost full, and after putting the bedframe in it we might need to make a trip to the house to unload.
 
   “You really want a dog, huh?” Taylor asked as she got on the floor, lying underneath the bedframe with a wrench to start taking it apart.
 
   While she worked on that I tried to pack up some of the junk around the room, not even bothering anymore with trying to keep it organized. It was all going to the same place anyway. “Yeah, I used to have one when I lived at home.” I suddenly remembered a small photo album I’d just thrown into a box. If I recalled correctly there was a picture of Star in there, and I pulled it out so I could show Taylor. “I always wanted to get another one, but we couldn’t while we lived here. The landlord doesn’t want dogs in the apartments.” I found the picture of our old dog and held it over Taylor, who looked up from the floor at it.
 
   “You think Jamie would really let you get one?” she asked, giving an acknowledging smile at the photo.
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Probably not for a while. I’ve never asked if Cameron likes them or not.”
 
   “We almost got a dog when I was a kid,” Taylor said, and now finished taking apart the frame she stood and stretched. “It was right before my mom got sick though, so we never ended up getting one.”
 
   “Did you ever have pets growing up?” We continued talking and each grabbed pieces of the bedframe, managing to gather it all up so we’d only have to make one trip out the door.
 
   “My brother had a goldfish,” she said, and added with a chuckle, “for a couple weeks.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I teased, “oh, he was a fish murderer.”
 
   “Yeah, he didn’t know anything about fish aside from how to catch them,” Taylor answered with an equally amused laugh while we both jumped into the truck to take the bed to the house.
 
   I nodded with a smile, leaning back against the door so I could look at her. It took a minute, but eventually she caught me staring, and looked over with a raised eyebrow. “Where was your mom from?” I asked curiously, seeing as how I’d never asked Taylor about her mixed ethnicities. I knew from the picture in her room, however, that she got her exotic look from her mom.
 
   “Here?” she said unsurely, at first not understanding what I was asking. After another few seconds she chuckled. “Oh, um,” she paused thoughtfully. “Her parents were from Costa Rica I guess.”
 
   “Did she speak Spanish?” I asked. I’d never heard Taylor even mention it, but it got me wondering.
 
   “Yeah…” she answered slowly, looking over and giving me a suspicious stare, like she couldn’t figure out why I was asking all of a sudden.
 
   “I’m just curious!” I laughed defensively. “You rarely volunteer this kind of information, and we’ve been together long enough that I should’ve known by now.” She shrugged nonchalantly, so I continued my questioning. “Did she teach you any?”
 
   “No,” Taylor shook her head. “The only time she spoke Spanish around us was when she got mad and didn’t want us to understand what she was saying.” She laughed and rolled her eyes at the memory. “So I know a few swear words, and that’s about it.”
 
   “What about your dad?” I asked.
 
   “He didn’t speak a word of it,” she said, and as if to satisfy my curiosity, even though I didn’t say anything, she added, “he was from Vermont. Moved to California in college.”
 
   “White as they come, huh?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   Taylor nodded, equally amused. “Yeah. Their families had nothing in common, but they made it work.”
 
   I sat there, quietly processing the information for a few seconds, when a thought struck me and I gasped with excitement. “What do you want for your birthday?” It was coming up in a couple weeks, and I hadn’t even begun to think about what to get her.
 
   “Nothing,” she answered shyly, giving me an awkward side-glance. “Just spend time with you.”
 
   “You’re going to make it hard, aren’t you?” I passed her a playful glare, and she grinned teasingly. “Fine, I’ll figure something out. I’m going to warn you though, I’ve never been good with gifts. So you can’t complain if it’s not up to par.”
 
   “You don’t have to get me anything,” she laughed, turning into the driveway of the house. Cameron’s car wasn’t here, so he must’ve already left for the apartment.
 
   I just rolled my eyes. Of course I had to get her something. Or at least do something special. I’d just have to figure it out on my own.
 
   We carried the frame and mattresses into the house, and even though I protested, Taylor insisted that I let her put the bed back together. Since she had the wrench and I didn’t have much of an option as far as getting it away from her, I leaned my back against the wall to watch her while she went to work. I couldn’t say I minded the opportunity to observe. It seemed since the day I’d stopped her from taking things all the way with me, I couldn’t stop thinking about sex. It was torture for me to know she was ready, that she wanted me, and regardless of how bad I wanted her back, I couldn’t give it to her. I could only imagine how she felt.
 
   The fact that we’d been so close didn’t help either. Now I knew how her lips felt on my skin, what her hands were capable of, and I wanted it again. I wanted to be able to go that far, to get that close, without the threat of her trying to take it where I wasn’t ready to go. Taylor said she was okay with it, that we could go that far and she wouldn’t try, but I’d heard those words before. That’s what Nicole used to tell me, and she always tried anyway. I trusted Taylor more than I’d ever trusted anyone, but what if she forgot or just couldn’t suppress those desires when her blood started flowing that way? If we went there, and Taylor just couldn’t control herself, would her trying it again ruin the trust I had in her?
 
   “Hey, what are you thinking about?” Taylor asked. Now that she was finished with the bedframe she leaned forward against me, planting a kiss on my forehead. I put my hands on her waist, turning us around and pushing her hard against the wall so I could press my body tight against her. “Whoa,” she chuckled, startled at the sudden move.
 
   Maybe if I just gave to Taylor, she wouldn’t feel the need to try and give to me. That’s what I always used to do when I went home with girls and they tried to go there. I just gave and gave until they were too worn out to even move. That’s what I did with Nicole too, after I couldn’t handle the fights anymore. After I’d lost complete faith in the idea that she’d wait for me.
 
   Maybe if I did that for Taylor she’d be satisfied, and she wouldn’t get tired of waiting. I didn’t know how long she’d wait for me, or if she were really okay with it in the first place. A whole year, and I didn’t let Nicole touch me. Wasn’t even close to letting her touch me. I didn’t want to lose Taylor because she got tired of it. Tired of waiting for me. That idea might just scare me even more than giving myself to her.
 
   Without warning I slid my hands up Taylor’s shirt, feeling her shudder at the unexpected contact. Aside from the belief that I could keep her around longer if I gave to her was the fact that she felt good. I wanted to give to her, to touch her, to make her feel spectacular in ways that I knew I could. And I knew she wanted it too, because she stared at me for a few seconds in shock at my sudden onslaught, and then she cupped my face in her hands and brought my lips to hers in a passionate kiss.
 
   I didn’t even want to waste time, or give her a chance to try and push things further than I wanted. So I slid my hands to the edge of her jeans. Only, when I got there with the intent to unbutton them I froze, suddenly afraid. A part of me knew she wouldn’t like it, especially if she knew my motives. I was so torn. Fuck, I didn’t know how to handle this whole thing. As I hesitated I used the hem of her pants to rest the edges of my fingers on, pulling at it a little.
 
   “Jordan,” Taylor said, pulling away from the kiss and still cupping my face while she looked at me. “What’s wrong?” I met her eyes with my own, and unable to answer, afraid of explaining myself, I just shook my head. “What are you doing?” she asked, so softly it was almost a whisper, and glanced down to where my hands were. I knew she knew I was thinking about it.
 
   “If you want…” I said, giving her jeans a soft tug so she knew what I meant. “I’m okay with,” I paused, unsure of exactly how to say it. “Touching you.” Then I added, “I want to.”
 
   I’d been so resolved just a minute before, but now I was even more confused. I did want to. I wanted so badly to touch Taylor, but not like this. Now I just wanted to take it back, and I hoped she didn’t accept.
 
   “What?” Her eyebrows furrowed under the bill of her hat, and so many emotions flashed through her eyes in that split second. “No,” she said rapidly, and considering the frightened tone of her voice I’m surprised she didn’t push me away. Instead her thumbs ran gently over my cheeks, and she studied my face like she was trying to read my mind. “What’s the matter? You don’t seem… okay.”
 
   I shrugged. I was so confused my brain hurt. All I wanted was comfort. Not to have to think about it anymore. Not to be conflicted by not being able to let myself have what I truly wanted. I buried my face in the crook of Taylor’s neck, and when I moved my hands around to hold her, she wrapped her arms tight around my shoulders. It was so comfortable, I always felt so safe in Taylor’s arms that I couldn’t figure out why I was so stressed.
 
   “Is this about the sex?” she asked quietly, and all I could do was nod against her. “Am I making you feel uncomfortable?” I didn’t have to look up to hear the pain in her voice at the question. I still couldn’t answer, couldn’t bring myself to look her in the eyes. I didn’t want her to see how confused I was. So I shook my head. She was quiet for a minute, and I almost glanced up to see what kind of expression she had on her face. “Do you feel like I don’t understand?”
 
   Understand? That was a new concept. I hadn’t explained anything to her, but something about the question made me pick my head up. “Do you?” I asked, scanning her face to try and judge what kind of emotions she was feeling. She looked sad. Compassionate. Like no matter how much I tried to hide it she knew I was conflicted, and it hurt her to see it.
 
   “It’s because of what happened to you, right?” she asked after a few seconds of thought. “That’s why you’re scared.”
 
   I couldn’t help it then, but I sighed with relief. It was loud too. So loud. She did understand. That wasn’t the only reason, but it was a big one, and I didn’t even tell her I was afraid. Just that I wasn’t ready. But she got it. She really understood.
 
   “Kind of.”
 
   Taylor sighed too, but not with the same relief I had. She sounded distressed. “Jordan, if you’re ever going to trust me enough to let me in like that, then you have to believe me when I say that I’m okay with waiting.” Her bright brown eyes fell sadly, and her voice sounded pleading. “Please, you have to believe me. I don’t know how else to convince you.” When her eyes met mine again they were watery, and it put an instant pain in my chest. “I wish I could take it back. I wish I just waited until you made the first move.”
 
   When a tear fell from her eye I quickly kissed it away. I didn’t like this. I didn’t like hurting her. So I continued to plant soft pecks all over her freckled cheeks and nose. “Don’t be sad. It’s not your fault, I promise.” I moved to her forehead, desperately trying to rid the water from her eyes. “My whole life nobody’s ever been as good to me as you. I’m not used to it. It’s hard to believe sometimes. You know how they always say when something seems too good to be true, that’s because it is? I don’t want you to be too good to be true. It scares me just to think about it.”
 
   I planted a few more kisses before she sniffled, and when I pulled away to look at her, her eyes were dry. “I’m not too good to be true,” she said, trying to sound angry, “I’m a shithead and you’re stuck with me.” It made me giggle a little.
 
   “Can I be stuck with you for a long, long time?” I asked, making my eyes innocently wide and blinking at her.
 
   Finally, she smiled, and it felt like a pressing weight was lifted off my shoulders. I hugged her so tight I forced some air out of her, and she didn’t let me go as she said, “I’m always going to be honest with you. You know that, right? I mean what I say.”
 
   “I know.” I nodded, and pulled away to give her another much-deserved kiss.
 
   Every time we kissed she was so gentle that I never wanted to pull away. Even now it took a good thirty seconds before I was satisfied enough. Taylor was too good to be true. Everything about her was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was amazing, but it was new. So new still I often didn’t know what to do. I just hoped I could get a grip and didn’t end up doing something to mess this up.
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   June 13
 
    
 
   “Happy birthday!” I shouted like it was a surprise, even though Taylor could see me through the glass when she opened the main door of the rink. The second she had it all the way open I rushed in, putting my arms around her neck and jumping up as high as I could, trusting she’d catch me when I wrapped my legs around her waist.
 
   Even though I had a backpack on, her arms made it around me so we didn’t hit the floor, and she giggled while I pushed the bill of her hat up to plant kisses on every inch of skin my mouth could reach.
 
   “You’re lucky I’m so buff,” she teased, walking away from the doors with me still clinging to her.
 
   “I knew you’d catch me,” I told her, and gave an evil grin. “But if we fell down it would’ve been fine too. Easier to kiss you when you’re pinned.”
 
   I felt my weight shift to be supported in one of Taylor’s arms while the other hand went to my thigh. “What if you got pinned under me?” she asked playfully.
 
   It was only nine in the morning and already hot, so knowing we’d be in the sun all day I’d worn short shorts. Taking advantage of my bare legs, Taylor started at the back of my knee, dragging her fingers up my sensitive skin. The touch was so soft that it tickled terribly. I shrieked, and my squirming away from her hand caused me to release my legs’ hold on her waist.
 
   As I planted my feet on the ground Taylor laughed with pure amusement, glaring back when I passed her a fake scowl. “No fair.”
 
   “Alright, come here,” she chuckled, holding her arms out again. “I’ll carry you.”
 
   I paced to her side, but instead of letting her scoop me up, I threw her arm over my shoulder. “It’s your birthday. You’re the one who gets to be carried.” With that I bent over a little to gather her legs, and then picked her up bridal style.
 
   She watched my face, clearly entertained by my strained step forward. Then she raised her eyebrows expectantly when I took another. I couldn’t imagine Taylor weighed more than I did – and if she did it was because she was more muscular – but I was struggling to hold her up. Maybe I should start working out like she did every morning, because this was just sad.
 
   “How you doing?” she asked knowingly when I took another step.
 
   “Yeah, good,” I answered, but it came out a forced grunt. “Piece of cake.”
 
   The corners of her mouth pursed as she tried to hold back her laughter. Was I seriously that weak? Taylor and I were the same height, there’s no way she weighed more than I did.
 
   “And usually you’re kissing me while I do this,” she said, giving me a coy smile before she began to peck my face with her lips. I could only hold on for a few more seconds once she started kissing me, but just to tease her I couldn’t resist jerking my arms to make her think I was going to drop her. Taylor gasped and instinctively threw her other arm around my neck, glaring when I snorted and set her down gently. “You’re evil.”
 
   “I’m an angel,” I disagreed, blinking at her innocently.
 
   She rolled her eyes, taking my hand in hers while we continued normally through the facility. “Where are we going today?”
 
   “I can’t tell you that, it’s a surprise,” I told her, chuckling when she gave an exaggerated whine. “You’re the one who wouldn’t tell me what you wanted. So now you got to wait.”
 
   “What do I need then?” she asked, pushing open the door to her room.
 
   “Maybe just put your bathing suit on.” Nobody else was at the rink yet, but I closed the door behind us out of habit and dropped my backpack near it.
 
   Taylor cocked her head at me, eyes scanning me curiously. “You’re wearing your bathing suit?” I guess she couldn’t tell because my hair was down, covering the string behind my neck. With a nod I pushed my hair to the side so she could see it, and then I tugged down the edge of my shorts to show her the matching dark blue bottoms I was wearing. At that, she gave a playfully bashful smile. “I get to see you in a bikini?”
 
   Though I was flattered the thought made her shy, I resisted the urge to grin, trading it for a flirtatious look as I stepped up to her. “If you play your cards right.”
 
   “I have an idea,” she started thoughtfully, slipping her hands under the edge of my shirt and then sliding them up my back to the lower tie of my top. Before I could stop her she pulled at one of the strings, completely undoing the knot. I dropped my jaw, trying not to laugh in shock at how bold that was, but I didn’t get a chance to say anything because she pushed me backwards onto the bed. “It’s my birthday so,” she set herself on top of me, barely inching up the bottom of my shirt, “I think you should show me now. You know, so I know what to expect.”
 
   “Is that what you think?” I asked sarcastically, to which she gave a hopeful grin. “This wasn’t really part of the plan,” I protested, deciding I could have a little fun playing hard to get, even though I wrapped my arms around her neck.
 
   “I don’t mind a little interruption to the plan.” She continued to inch up my shirt.
 
   It wasn’t until the fabric got to the tops of my ribs that I stopped her and pushed it back down. “You’re really not good with surprises, are you?” I laughed when at the disappearance of my stomach she put on a pouting face. She was making it hard to stick to the plan, seeing as I wouldn’t mind a little interruption either. “This is a two-way street, you know. You need a bathing suit too.”
 
   “Compromise, I like it.” She smiled and pushed herself up.
 
   After rummaging through a drawer in her dresser for a few seconds she pulled out a white tank top, a bright green bikini top, and a pair of short black board shorts. Then she trotted into the bathroom to get changed. While she was in there I hurried off the bed, not bothering to retie my strings yet in case I ran out of time. I grabbed my backpack off the floor and unzipped it. Then I took that faded blue hat with the fish on it off the wall, shoving it into my bag and hoping Taylor wouldn’t notice it was missing before we left. With the hat in tow, I closed the backpack and set it back near the door. Taylor was still changing, so I reached my hands behind me and grabbed the strings she’d untied, laughing to myself at how fearless she’d been undoing them in the first place.
 
   A minute later, after I’d set myself back on the bed to wait, Taylor came out. I couldn’t help staring at her as she folded up the jeans she’d been wearing and made her way past me to put them back in the dresser. She always wore jeans, no matter how hot it was outside. Seeing her in short shorts was a particularly nice treat, and I just couldn’t tear my eyes away from her butt. I obviously wasn’t being very discreet with my staring either, because she cleared her throat at me while she shut the drawer.
 
   “No shame,” she accused, turning toward me and teasingly shaking her head.
 
   I giggled, lying down on my back with the bottom half of my legs dangling off the bed, and I hiked up the bottom of my shirt. “Interruption?”
 
   “Wow,” she laughed, moving to me and standing between my knees. “You just love being a tease don’t you?”
 
   I pushed myself up just enough so I could grab her shirt in my hands and pull her down. “You’re just as big of a tease, and you know it.”
 
   “Mhm,” she agreed, delicately running her lips from my chin to my ear. “Which is exactly why we’re going to go celebrate my birthday now.”
 
   She plastered on a smug grin and tried to get up after that, but I wrapped my arms around her neck, and she didn’t have enough leverage to lift the both of us up. “Change of plans. We can celebrate here.”
 
   Taylor gave me a kiss, but then pretended to pout. “But I want my surprise.”
 
   “Okay.” I released her, and after she got up I did too. “Let’s go.”
 
   With a triumphant smile she all but pranced out the door, so I grabbed my backpack to follow after her. She asked me a couple more times on the way to our destination where we were going, and each time I told her that she’d have to wait and see. I was a little bit nervous about it. Taylor didn’t seem to want or need anything she didn’t already have. So when she said the only thing she wanted for her birthday was to spend time with me, I’d wracked my brain to try and figure out what we could do that was more special than usual. I’d finally decided on something, but now that we were on our way I just hoped she’d be okay with it.
 
   It was a bit of a long drive, but when we got close after about forty-five minutes I reached over and put a hand in front of Taylor’s eyes. “Close them,” I instructed. She giggled because I glanced over at her suspiciously until she did what she was told, then dropped my hand. “Don’t get super excited, okay?” I added self-consciously. Taylor was probably too nice to even tell me if she didn’t like this, but it was the first ‘gift’ of the relationship. Naturally I was anxious. “I don’t know how much you’ll like it.”
 
   She chuckled a bit at my insecurity, but nodded compliantly. “Okay.”
 
   I turned a corner, now at the entrance of our destination, and reminded Taylor to keep her eyes closed while I paid for parking. Even through the closed windows I could hear my tires crunching over the dirt road. I hoped it didn’t give anything away, but at that I knew I was just being paranoid – there were dirt roads all over the place. After peeking over to make sure Taylor still wasn’t looking, I spotted the building I was looking for and pulled in to the closest available parking spot. Fortunately it was a Monday, so the place wasn’t too busy.
 
   “Alright, you can open your eyes,” I told her.
 
   The parking spaces were horizontal to the building, so the first thing she saw when she looked was the massive expanse of lake. She was surprised, that’s for sure, and at first she appeared confused. After those bright brown eyes took in the water she searched around the car, eventually settling her gaze on the building. She sort of just looked at it for a while, like she was still trying to figure out what we were doing here. I was starting to get really nervous, worrying she might be offended.
 
   “Are we going fishing?” she asked, and damn was she hard to read on it.
 
   “Yeah, if you want to,” I answered quickly, and since I worried I might have messed up I just kept talking. “It’s not exactly deep sea fishing, and we have to let the fish go once we catch them, and I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but I thought you might like to teach me. But if you don’t want to I totally understand, and I’m really sorry if you don’t li-”
 
   “Jordan,” Taylor interrupted with a soft chuckle. “I would love to teach you.”
 
   “Really?” I asked unsurely, ducking my head a bit like I was still afraid of her reaction.
 
   “Yes,” she answered, making herself sound more confident since she could tell I was nervous about it. She also leaned forward and gave me a tender, reassuring kiss.
 
   “Okay,” I sighed with relief, but I was still a little unsure. So I started rambling again. “Really, though. Because if it’s a memory you wanted to just leave alone then we could totally do something else. I’ll be okay with that I pro-” I was cut off again, this time by another kiss, and the longer her lips were on mine the more I wished I’d just let her have her way the first time at the rink.
 
   I protested with a quiet whine when Taylor eventually pulled away, and she just smiled at me while she ran a thumb over my cheek. “I want to share it with you.”
 
   “Okay,” I said again, this time completely reassured. “Then you’ll need this.” I reached into the back seat to grab my backpack, and when I had that in hand I pulled out the faded blue hat. She gave a surprised smile when I traded it for the one she was already wearing, and then she adjusted it more comfortably. “Also,” I started, pushing open the door and getting out of the car. “Do you know how to drive a boat?”
 
   Taylor got out too, laughing in amusement. “Where’d you get a boat?”
 
   “They have ones we could rent,” I told her, and added to remind her of my question, “that is if you know how to drive it. Because I never have, and honestly I get a little seasick…”
 
   “Yeah, I can. You get seasick?” Taylor asked, taking my hand as we made our way to the building. “We don’t have to go on a boat.”
 
   Before responding, because I was actually considering it, I looked out over the lake. The one time I’d been on a boat was some whale watching thing Victoria made me go on. The whales were nice, the rocking from the ocean wasn’t, and I’d spent a majority of the time leaning overboard. However, the lake didn’t look nearly as choppy, and Taylor’s birthday couldn’t have fallen on a more beautiful day. There was one lonely cloud in the vast blue sky, and the wind was minimal, leaving the dark surface of the water almost smooth as glass.
 
   “I think I’ll be okay.” I bumped her teasingly with my hip. “As long as you don’t drive terrible.”
 
   Taylor laughed, holding the door open for me while we walked in. “It’s been over ten years. Can’t make any promises.”
 
   The building was entirely wood and sort of cabin-like, with record-sized fish statues and pictures of fish on the walls. The first thing visible from the entrance were all the wooden shelves of sporting goods. There were two columns of shelves leading to the back of the store, where the checkout counter was. As we passed by all the rows in the first column I noticed this entire half was fishing equipment. I had no idea there was so much different gear for what seemed like such a simple activity. The other side of the store was all equipment for water sports, like lifejackets, inner tubes, and wakeboards. I didn’t want Taylor to know how much it was going to cost to take her out, so I told her to look around while I walked up to the checkout counter at the back.
 
   “Morning, ma’am.” The guy gave a friendly smile in greeting when I approached him, leaning his elbows comfortably over the waist-high counter. I wasn’t expecting such a young guy to be working in a fishing store, my inexperience had me expecting the lumberjack type, but he looked barely eighteen and like he was ready to clock out and go swimming.
 
   He helped by setting me up with the ‘deluxe’ package, complete with boat and fishing gear rentals. He laughed when I whistled at the final price, but it was worth it if Taylor would have a good time. Before letting us leave he pulled out a map of the lake, showing us the best coves to fish and swim where other boats wouldn’t go speeding by. Then he pointed out a side-door of the shop, describing how the docks were just outside and down a small hill.
 
   Taylor took my hand as we left the way the guy told us, eyeing me suspiciously. “Was this expensive?”
 
   “No,” I lied, poorly since she chuckled and rolled her eyes.
 
   “Well,” she said, pulling me in front of her so she could wrap her arms around me while we walked. “Thank you.”
 
   “No, thank you,” I corrected with a grin, and gave her a peck on the cheek when she pursed her lips in confusion. “For being so amazing.”
 
   She gave a bashful smile and a shrug, but didn’t say anything after that as we neared the docks. The man waiting for us with our boat waved us over and gave us a tour of the small, twelve-foot vessel. He made sure we knew where all the fishing equipment and lifejackets were, and even though Taylor told him she knew how to drive he gave her a brief recap. When we were ready to go he pushed the boat out, and waved goodbye as Taylor started the engine and took us onto the lake. I sat in the passenger seat, watching her while she accelerated away from the docks. I could already tell I was going to be glad I did this by the smile she had on her face.
 
   Noticing some buoys nearby I squinted to see that ‘no wake’ was printed on them, and once we passed them Taylor looked over with a grin. “Should we see how fast thing little thing can go?”
 
   Okay, maybe I wouldn’t be glad. Speed meant sickness, but how could I say no? I nodded, Taylor flipped her hat around so the wind wouldn’t knock it off, and I gripped the edges of my hard leather seat. I jerked to the side a bit when she accelerated, relieved I had a good hold. Through my squinting against the wind I could see that Taylor’s smile had widened, and she seemed to be enjoying the spray and hard splashing over the slight choppiness of the water. The boat was small enough that it really wasn’t going too fast, and I began to enjoy it as well.
 
   Well, for the first fifteen minutes I enjoyed it. Then I started getting seasick. It started with a discomfort in the pit of my stomach, and escalated to dizzy nausea. Before long I could feel my forehead dampening with the effort it was taking not to hurl. Fortunately, because Taylor glanced over at me often, it didn’t take much for her to notice, and she brought the boat to a stop and turned off the engine.
 
   “You okay?” she asked, clearly concerned as I imagined I must look pale.
 
   “Just need a minute’s break,” I told her, slumping down in the seat and placing my hands flat over my stomach.
 
   She nodded, taking a gander around the lake and then pulling out the map. “We can start looking for somewhere to stop.” I gave a slight mumble of acknowledgement. I was already starting to feel better, but talking didn’t help much. “You weren’t kidding about getting seasick,” she said nervously, sitting patiently for the next minute while I composed myself. Once I took a deep breath and sat up she raised an eyebrow at me. “All better?” I nodded, and she waved me over. “Come here.”
 
   After I crossed the short distance to her, she stood and set me in the driver’s seat. “What are you doing?”
 
   “You’re going to drive,” she answered, moving to stand behind me.
 
   I turned to look at her, slightly panicked. “What? Why?” I wasn’t afraid of driving the boat, but if I was the one in charge and got sick, we’d never get where we wanted to be because I’d go too slow.
 
   Taylor laughed, leaning over me and turning the engine back on. “My mom used to get car sick all the time on road trips, and the only thing that kept it from happening was if she drove.” She grabbed my left hand and set it on the steering wheel, then my right and set it on the throttle lever. “I know it’s not the same thing, but maybe it’ll help. Besides, I know there’s an adrenaline junkie in there just waiting to have a little fun.”
 
   I giggled and gripped the lever more firmly, willing to give it a try. “Okay.”
 
   “Right now it’s in neutral,” she told me, pointing to the lever. Taylor set her hand on mine and eased it backward. “We can go in reverse.” Then she pushed it forward past neutral, and the boat started forward. “The further you push, the faster we’ll go.”
 
   I nodded and patted the steering wheel. “Just like a car?”
 
   “Yep.” She smiled and plopped down in the passenger seat. “If you start going fast don’t turn too sharp, or we’ll end up in the water.”
 
   Using the lever, I accelerated, slowly at first until I was comfortable with the speed. When I got us up to a decent speed I waited a couple minutes, making sure I wasn’t going to get sick before going any faster. To my satisfaction, something about being in control left my stomach calm, and the queasiness didn’t return. Comforted by that, I began to push the throttle forward, until eventually we were going even faster than when Taylor had been driving. Maybe she was right about the adrenaline junkie in me, because I loved the speed, and every time we went over a large wake in the water I let out a thrilled shout. Taylor didn’t seem frightened by it either, because over the howl of the wind I could hear her laugh every once in a while.
 
   While I drove I kept my eyes peeled for any of the coves the employee mentioned, and soon enough I spotted an empty one. Pulling back on the lever, I slowed in order to make it into the circular niche in the rocky hills surrounding the lake. By the time I put the boat in neutral and turned off the engine, Taylor already had the anchor out, and she tossed it overboard from the front of the boat. Then she pulled out all the fishing gear, and while she ‘threaded the lines’ and ‘baited the hooks’ she explained to me everything she was doing. To be completely honest, I’d never been interested in fishing, but I could tell Taylor was happy about it by the way she taught me everything, so I couldn’t help but be a little interested.
 
   “What happens if I catch a fish?” I asked, leaning back in the passenger chair as I cast my line into the water the way Taylor showed me.
 
   “Then you reel it in,” she said with a slight laugh, as if that was the obvious answer. When I didn’t say anything she chuckled again. “Let me know if you feel a tug and I’ll help you.”
 
   “Uh huh,” I responded unsurely, glancing up toward the hot sun and calculating when I’d have to reapply sunscreen. Then I glanced over at Taylor, wondering if I should offer her some seeing as she hadn’t put any on yet. “Do you want some sunscreen?”
 
   “I’ll put some on in a little while, I tan easy,” she told me, and with a smile she set her fishing rod against the side of the boat and stood. “Speaking of which…” Grabbing the bottom of her tank top she lifted it off and tossed it over the back of her seat so she could tan in her bikini. I should really have been used to Taylor’s body by now, but she was so attractive the sight caused me to give a needy whimper. She just laughed and eyed me up and down. “Two way street, remember?”
 
   I stood to remove my own shirt, and to tease her I didn’t say anything else, simply returning to my seat and focusing on the water since I knew she was staring at me. The sun felt good, and I was glad that though my skin was fair I soaked it up instead of burning too easily. Basking in its rays only occupied my mind for a few minutes though before I started to get fidgety. Fishing was a sport of patience. I’d known that before we came out, but I hadn’t expected it to be so hard.
 
   “So, you guys used to have a boat?” I asked, excitedly shifting in my seat when my bright red lure disappeared for a moment under the water. It wasn’t a fish though, only the motion of the lake, so I settled back into my seat. Taylor mhm-ed. “What happened to it?”
 
   “I sold it after the accident,” she answered, looking back at me over her shoulder.
 
   “Oh, how come?” I couldn’t imagine why she’d want to sell something so sentimental, even if she never used it.
 
   “My dad didn’t have any life insurance,” she told me, and I could hear the clicking as she turned the handle on her reel. “I needed the money for the funeral.”
 
   “Oh,” I said again, this time a little awkwardly. Of course I’d bring up the painful subject on her birthday. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she said reassuringly. “You can talk to me about it whenever you want. I’ll be fine.”
 
   I nodded, turning my handle a little like I’d seen her do, thinking somehow it would help me catch a fish. “Have you ever thought about buying one again?”
 
   Taylor shrugged. “I never had anyone to go with. Mitch doesn’t care much for water. Don’t tell him I told you, but he can’t swim.” After a laugh, she shrugged again. “I don’t know. Maybe one day when I have kids I’ll take them.”
 
   For some strange, unheralded reason, I mentally corrected her sentence to ‘when we have kids.’ I was so shocked by it that I actually had to shake my head to break my staring at her. How could I think that when we weren’t even past the sex stage of our relationship? I felt like asking her about it. About if she’d ever want that with me, but the timing seemed inappropriate on so many levels that I kept my mouth shut. We were both quiet for a while after that, until my patience wore away again. I’m sure my talking had something to do with not catching anything, but I just couldn’t sit still.
 
   “What’s the biggest fish you ever caught?” I asked, stealing an admiring glance at her body.
 
   She had to think about it for a few seconds before answering, “I caught a two-foot tuna one time.”
 
   “Wow!” I exclaimed, genuinely impressed since the only live fish I’d really ever seen were the ones at the pet store.
 
   Taylor laughed and modestly shook her head. “It’s really not that big for a tuna.”
 
   “Oh.” I giggled at my miscalculated impression.
 
   We were quiet again after that. Taylor seemed to be in some sort of fishing mode as she silently watched the lure, waiting for something to happen. She was focused, so I fell silent and tried to mirror her concentration for as long as I could. Eventually, just sitting there under the heat of the sun was starting to get to me, and it made it even harder to stay still. Not only that, but I also felt attention deprived with Taylor so intent on fishing. So I reeled in my line and set the rod aside, and then I strode over and gently took Taylor’s away to reel it in too. With that set aside I placed myself in her lap, casually tossing my arms over her shoulders while she looked up at me curiously.
 
   “You’re getting bored aren’t you?” she asked, setting one hand across my thighs while the other supported my waist.
 
   “No,” I told her, sounding mildly unsure so it wouldn’t be a complete lie. “Just getting hot. Want to swim?” I couldn’t help glancing down to take in another view of her half-bare upper body.
 
   Before she could answer I stood and slipped off my shorts so that I was in just my bathing suit, and I was about to just jump in when she grabbed my hips and pulled me back into her lap. “Swim, huh?” With one hand keeping me in place she used the other to take the hat off her head and toss it backwards onto the passenger seat. “I don’t know if I can keep my hands off you long enough to swim.”
 
   I bit my lip as her hand slid up the outside of my thigh and to my lower back. When it got to the strings of my top I laughed, hastily reaching back and grabbing her hand. “I’m not falling for that again.” I gasped like I was shocked and offended she would try it. “And in public!”
 
   She just looked around the cove with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t see anyone.”
 
   I followed her gaze to look around. She was right. There were no other boats in sight, but she wasn’t getting me out of my clothes in the middle of a lake. Besides, if I let her do that I worried she might think it was okay to try and push things too far, even if she said she wouldn’t. The more I thought about it and the more we were together, especially because lately things were highly physical, the more comfortable I got with the idea of sleeping with her. I was getting so close to being ready, but not quite yet. I just needed a little more time.
 
   “You want the next boat that goes speeding by to get a view?” I asked teasingly as I cupped her face with my hands and gave her a kiss.
 
   “Good point,” she said, kissing me again while she resumed caressing my leg.
 
   My hands were still cupping her face, so when she tried to pull away I kept her lips against mine, enjoying the feel of her too much to stop now. I was going to tease her about still wearing her shorts, seeing as I’d already taken mine off, but when I dropped my hand to peel back the edge at her hip and make a joke, I gulped. There was no bright green fabric matching that of her top. No fabric of any color. Nothing under those black shorts but light brown flesh.
 
   “You’re not wearing anything,” I started, stopping the kissing just long enough to get words out. “Under the shorts.”
 
   “They’re board shorts,” she chuckled, moving her lips down to my neck. She was starting to make me lose my train of thought. “You’re supposed to swim in them.”
 
   “Mhm,” I mumbled, completely lost now in the way she was kissing me.
 
   Her lips fell just below my collarbone, and after one more peck she lifted her head. “Should we go in the water now?”
 
   Tease! I gave no other response than pressing her back to where she’d ended, and I felt a cool breath against my skin as she chuckled. We could have just stayed back at the rink if this was where it was going to go, but at this point I didn’t care. And Taylor seemed just as content to forget fishing for a while. Her lips continued to fall until the soft kisses followed the curve of one of my breasts, and after she finished with a peck directly between the two she looked up to see my reaction. She had me excited, more than just mentally, so I pulled her lips to mine a little too rough and eagerly. Forget fishing and swimming. I was perfectly happy doing this for the rest of the day.
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   “Ready?” I asked Taylor, both my hands white-knuckling the steering wheel as I peered out the window at the familiar house we’d pulled up to.
 
   Adjusting the bright blue trucker hat on her head, Taylor followed my gaze and laughed, “more ready than you are I think.”
 
   I sighed, a breath that was meant to relax me even though it did nothing of the sort. Every Fourth of July since I was a kid my entire family went over to my Aunt Dorothy’s house for BBQ and fireworks. It was especially true since they’d remodeled and put in a pool. I hadn’t gone since I’d been kicked out, and I still wasn’t talking to my mother, so I wouldn’t even have considered coming if it weren’t for the fact that my sweet old grandmother had called last week and personally invited me and Taylor. After that there was no way I could not go, at least for a little while. Taylor said normally she went with Mitch to spend time with some of his family, but she was nice enough to come with me so I wouldn’t lose my mind.
 
   “Hey, we’ll be fine.” Taylor reached over and directed my chin away from the window so I’d look at her. Then she leaned forward and kissed me. “You don’t even have to talk to her.”
 
   She seemed so confident – even though after the last time we’d seen my mother together things had gone horribly wrong. Because Taylor was always so sweet, I couldn’t resist pressing my lips to hers again. Okay, maybe I couldn’t resist making out with her a little bit. It was soothing. Until someone knocked on the window, causing me to jump away and hit my elbow on the steering wheel. With my heart still pounding I turned and glared at Jamie, who laughed while I opened the door.
 
   “You know your windows aren’t tinted, right?” she teased.
 
   I got out, making sure I glared at Cameron who was also chuckling. “Yeah, I was hoping a creep like you would go walking by.” I rubbed at my elbow, working out the last bit of pain from hitting it.
 
   Jamie rolled her eyes and turned to lead Cameron up to the house that stood past a line of our family members’ cars. I waited for Taylor to make her way around and take my hand before following my sister to the front door. Jamie didn’t bother knocking before she pushed it open, and the jitters in my stomach grew when we followed them in. I shouldn’t have been so nervous, since I’d already been sort of reacquainted with my family at the wedding. But it had been four years. I really didn’t even know these people anymore.
 
   The inside of the house was just like I remembered. The front door opened up to a large living area, from which I could see the kitchen, the dining room, and the sliding glass doors to the backyard. I could already tell from where I stood at the front of the house that the backyard looked amazing. An extravagant pool sat in the middle of everything, with a small waterfall streaming water into the corner of it. Nobody was in the house, so I followed Jamie and Cameron outside, eager to see the rest of the renovations.
 
   “Hey! It’s the Marshall kids!” my uncle Jim exclaimed from the grill, setting down the spatula in his hand to come over. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he corrected himself at the sight of Jamie, remembering she was just married. “It’s the Marshall kid and the Swanson kids.”
 
   We all greeted him, me cringing slightly when he pulled me into a hug, and then made our rounds greeting the rest of my family. There was my mom’s sister Dorothy, she and Jim’s daughter Samantha, my grandmother, and my mom’s two brothers and their wives and kids. My two uncles were younger than my mom and Dorothy, and their kids were only a little older than Justin – Samantha was the only cousin I had that was my age. My mother and father were sitting in chairs beside the pool talking with Dorothy, my grandmother, and my two other aunts, and when we went over to greet them the most I gave my mother in the way of acknowledgement was a small, brief smile.
 
   “Joh-din, Tayloh, come in the pool!” Justin didn’t waste a second once he spotted us, and after his request he giggled and splashed at our young cousins.
 
   I glanced at Taylor to see if she wanted to swim, and she shrugged that she didn’t mind. The idea sounded nice to me, seeing as it would mean we wouldn’t have to sit and try to make conversation. Both of us threw our clothes onto an empty lounge chair beside the pool, and I immediately jumped into the deep end. When I resurfaced and wiped the water from my eyes I chuckled, seeing that Taylor had dipped her foot in before jumping, and now stood at the edge with a frightened look on her face.
 
   “It’s cold,” she laughed embarrassedly when I raised an eyebrow at her.
 
   I inched forward with a smirk, making her back up, suspicious that I would pull her in, which I absolutely would. “Just jump,” I told her, teasingly inching forward again when she peered over the side into the water.
 
   “Don’t you dare,” she warned with a playful glare, and took a deep breath. “Okay, I’m going.”
 
   As she was preparing herself to jump in, out of the corner of my eye I saw a flash of movement from behind her. A moment later she shrieked and fell into the water, and where she previously stood was Justin, hands over his mouth while he giggled hysterically. Taylor broke the surface, gasping as she passed a frantic glance to where she’d been pushed in, and when she realized it was Justin who’d done it she started laughing in amusement.
 
   “Did Jordan pay you to do that?” she asked him playfully.
 
   Justin nodded and jumped, answering in midair before he hit the water. “Yeah!”
 
   “I did not!” I chuckled, shocked at Justin’s answer and splashing him when he resurfaced. “Throw me under the bus why don’t you.”
 
   Still smiling, Taylor pushed herself toward the shallow end until she could touch the tips of her toes. I treaded water, watching Justin swim over to her. When he got there she grabbed him and jumped, throwing him toward the deep end. He came up all smiles, and swam back to her so she could throw him again. What Taylor didn’t realize is that my other little cousins were watching, and when they saw it they wanted to be tossed too. Taylor was a sport about it, and I even helped her a bit, until her arms just got too tired and we traded up for another game.
 
   We were in the pool for a couple hours, having breath-holding and swimming contests with Justin and our cousins, and chasing after toys that sank to the bottom. Eventually my uncle Jim announced that dinner was ready, and by that time I was starving. Taylor followed me down the line of food Jim had set out on a long fold-up table, and we both piled our plates. Among the cheeseburger, potato salad, fruit, and other sides on my dish, there was no room for a brownie, so I decided I’d go back for that later.
 
   Taylor and I lumbered to one of the large lounge chairs beside the pool, both squeezing onto one so there was enough seating for everybody. My grandmother and other two uncles came over to sit on the other lounge chairs and talk to us while we ate. They asked us only a couple of relationship related questions before moving on to topics like work and what we’d been doing in our free time. Talking to my family members wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it’d be, especially because they all seemed so accepting of Taylor and I. Taylor even got so comfortable talking to them that in the middle of the conversation she casually wrapped an arm around my waist, running her fingers mindlessly over my hip. It scared me at first, making me worry that someone would say something because they were uncomfortable with it. When nobody said anything I started to relax, enjoying the soft touch of her skin on mine.
 
   Time seemed to fly, and it got dark before I even realized the sun was setting. I turned in the seat to get a brief look at the outdoor clock that was hanging on the side of the house. It was almost nine already, and worried that we’d wasted too much time I rapidly stood. Taylor glanced up at me, one eyebrow raised curiously.
 
   “We have somewhere to be,” I said, mostly to the family members sitting around us.
 
   Taylor appeared confused, which was understandable considering I hadn’t mentioned anything to her, but she got up anyway. Even though I didn’t like it, to speed up the goodbye process I prompted hugs with my family members, and Taylor mirrored my rushed farewell. It wasn’t until we got out the front door that she finally asked why we were in such a hurry.
 
   “Where do we have to be?” she asked, picking up her pace when I grabbed her hand to pull her toward the car.
 
   “Well, usually at my aunt’s we just do little fireworks out here in the driveway,” I started to explain as I rushed around to the driver’s side and got in. “But if we get back to the house in time we can watch the Disneyland fireworks from the roof.”
 
   Taylor nodded, closing her door. “Roof it is then.”
 
   I rushed home, probably scaring Taylor to death with the way I was driving. By the time we got there I couldn’t hear the loud, consistent boom indicating that the fireworks had started yet. I slammed the car door shut and began sprinting toward the front door, leaving Taylor behind, but I stopped and turned back to her.
 
   “There’s an extra blanket in my closet. Can you get it?” I asked, still tense and ready to take off again once she answered.
 
   She just smiled and nodded once more, so I ran to the front door, throwing it open the second I had it unlocked. I dashed through the house and to the garage, pushing the button on the wall to open the door. Grabbing the tall ladder Cameron had laid against the side, I threw it over my shoulder, balancing it carefully before trotting outside with it. The ladder was leaned up against the side of the house by the time Taylor came out with the blanket, and at hearing the first loud boom I waved at her to hurry. She handed me the blanket, which I draped around my neck, and then went up the ladder first. I followed her up, excitedly setting myself between her legs when she sat just below the ridge of the roof.
 
   “You can actually see them from up here,” Taylor said in shock, and took the blanket I was handing her, tossing it around her back and handing me the ends to wrap around both of us.
 
   I grinned, taking in the steady flow of bright fireworks that lit up a distant sky. “I’m so glad we made it.”
 
   Taylor hummed in agreement. With the blanket around us she wrapped her arms around my waist, resting her hands on my knees. Because of the slant of the roof, my head was at the perfect level for me to lean back and rest it against her shoulder, and when I did I felt her cheek press against the top of it. We watched the fireworks in silence for a few minutes, but I couldn’t resist smiling when I felt Taylor’s fingers start tracing circles on the tops of my knees. It seemed she was always doing something with her hands, and when they ran down my thigh and back up, I didn’t mind that something one bit.
 
   “Are you even watching the fireworks?” I asked
 
   There was a breathy laugh against beside my ear, and her fingers dropped again, running down the inside this time. “I’m multitasking.” There was a flutter in my stomach at the delicate touch along my leg, and when she did it again along with the kissing of my ear, it jump-started my heart. I even tilted my head to the side in hopes her lips would make it to my neck. “Are you even watching the fireworks?” she asked teasingly.
 
   It took me a second to answer. The insides of my thighs had always been a point of weakness, and I almost whined at how much it was teasing me. “You’re making it hard.” She stretched forward to plant a kiss on my cheek, and then her fingers stopped their lines so I could focus on the show. Only now I was just thinking about her, and not how brilliant the lights were. “Taylor?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   I sighed, taking in the way she felt against my back. How good it felt to be in her arms. “You make me happy.”
 
   She chuckled, and I held my breath when she ran her hand down my leg again. “Really?” I nodded. “You make me happy too.”
 
   I smiled at the thought, but shook my head. “No, seriously.” I knew she wasn’t lying about me making her happy, but I didn’t think she really understood the weight of what I was telling her. Never in my entire life had I ever credited another person with my happiness. “You make me really, really happy.” I turned a little to look at her, even though it was so dark I could barely see her. “I feel so different with you. I wouldn’t want a single thing to change because I have you. I’ve never gotten to be that person before.”
 
   “You like me a lot, huh?” Taylor asked, and even though she was being playful, I knew she understood.
 
   In response I kissed her, slow and deep. “Yes, a whole lot.”
 
   When our lips met again, I turned completely so I could wrap my arms around her neck. The ways I felt when I kissed her lately had been changing. It was still very much about the physical attraction, but I could feel a deepening of emotions in them – a building desire to give all of me away for what it meant, rather than for what it would feel like. Tonight, I wasn’t quite there, but I was close to being ready. So close that I had one foot off the edge, and soon all it would take was a nudge.
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   I took a deep breath from laughing at the comedy movie I was watching with Taylor, Jamie, and Cameron. It was an older one we’d seen a hundred times, but that still made us laugh whenever we watched it. The amusement died down, and all of us were quiet as we continued to listen, eyes glued to the screen. I was watching the movie just as intently, until the hand Taylor had resting casually on my leg began to caress my skin. I couldn’t tell if she kept doing that lately because she figured out the affect it had on me, but I flushed with heat every time. In this particular instance, I glanced over at Jamie to see if she noticed.
 
   Jamie was sitting on the other side of Taylor, with Cameron right next to her. When I saw that they were focused on the TV, I grabbed Taylor’s hand to stop her from doing it again. I liked it too much. She wasn’t looking at me, but she took the hand I’d placed on hers and lifted my arm over her shoulders, getting it out of the way while she went back to touching me with a smirk on her face.
 
   “You know exactly what you’re doing, don’t you?” I whispered in her ear, quiet enough so she was the only one to hear.
 
   She just grinned, eyes locked on the TV as she leaned over to whisper back, “what I’m doing is perfectly innocent.”
 
   “I know you don’t believe that,” I murmured skeptically, to which she chuckled.
 
   She still didn’t stop, and after a few minutes all I could think about was how to tease her back. I almost giggled with delight when I had an idea. I pulled my feet up to sit cross-legged, and since I was wearing short shorts it exposed the entire inside of my thighs. Taylor’s hand froze, and I smiled proudly at the look she gave me. I wasn’t just teasing her with my legs. She now had a direct line to somewhere far more intimate. I was daring her to push it where she wasn’t allowed to go, and couldn’t go with other people sitting here. It was probably wrong on so many levels, but the look on her face was well worth it. She was just staring at me now, glancing from my eyes to her hand, thinking about the temptation.
 
   “Cameron fell asleep,” Jamie giggled, and the sound of her voice startled both Taylor and I in the tension between us. With a deep breath I looked past Taylor to the couple at the other end of the couch, smiling when I saw that Jamie was right. “I think we’ll go upstairs.”
 
   Taylor and I nodded, laughing at how she roused Cameron from sleep, and then we said goodnight as they made their way upstairs. When they were out of sight behind their closed bedroom door, Taylor turned to me. “You’re so bad.”
 
   “You started it,” I countered with a playful glare. “Getting me all hot and bothered like that on purpose.”
 
   She laughed, “it’s still all your fau-”
 
   I cut her off with a kiss, still too worked up to let it slide. She had definitely learned my weakness. Her hands immediately landed on my hips and she fell back across the couch, pulling me down with her. I pressed the lower half of my body harder against her while her hands slid under my shirt, and the one I had at the back of her neck came forward to the top of her chest. She’d moved higher up my back and was trying to bring me closer, but I pushed against her chest, pulling away from the kiss to look her in the eyes.
 
   I was hoping to see a specific need, and to my content, it was there. Those bright brown eyes were saturated with desire. Something came over me after that, and I knew exactly what it was. It was months of wanting something I couldn’t have. Months of being around Taylor and wanting to give her everything but not being ready to. Now I felt ready for it, and I didn’t feel like I could get it fast enough. Lowering my lips back to hers I moved myself off the couch, never breaking the kiss as I stood and grabbed her shirt by the collar, pulling her up with me.
 
   I took clumsy steps backward, blindly leading us toward my bedroom, not daring to leave her lips long enough to get us there without tripping. Without glancing up or caring where it went, I knocked the hat off her head. Taylor’s fingers roamed my back, pressing hard when I got too far away to pull me closer. That’s what she was trying to do the entire time, pull me closer, and that’s what helped make me feel ready. Even after we made it into my room and closed the door behind us, she was just trying to get close to me. Not once did she try to push me toward the bed, and she still hadn’t assumed where this was going by trying to undo the button of my shorts.
 
   When we finally made it to the edge of the bed I pulled away from her and fell backward onto it. Her eyes locked onto my lips when my tongue darted out, tasting what I could of her until she would kiss me again. Then her gaze met mine for a second before she climbed onto the bed, resting a knee on either side of me to sit over my hips. Leaning forward, Taylor set her hands on each side of my head to hold herself up, finally kissing me once more. My hands found her thighs, and I roughly ran them up to the edges of her shirt, which I more gently worked my way under.
 
   Her skin was always so soft that I could do nothing but meet it with equally soft caresses. So I dragged my fingers delicately down her stomach, and scraped my nails carefully down her back. Taylor’s reaction was to bite into my lip, an action that sent pulses of excitement crashing through me until she ran her tongue soothingly over the indent her teeth had made. She did that a few times before I made it back to the edges of her shirt, and now I took hold of it. She must have felt my grip on it because she pushed herself up a bit, making it easier for me to slide the article over her head.
 
   Her lips fell immediately back to mine, but after I threw the shirt away I pushed her up from the kiss. I could feel her eyes on my face as I glanced down at her chest, watching me as I watched my hands slide up her arms. This was almost the most perfect thing I’d ever seen, but there was one thing standing in the way. My hands made it to her shoulders, changing direction and heading down her back until I reached the clasp of her bra. I met her eyes, and couldn’t help but smile as I undid it without a single look of hesitation on her face. I could tell she was eager to kiss me again, but after I completely removed the bra I had to admire what was now truly the most perfect thing I’d ever seen.
 
   I set my hands under her collarbone, wanting to touch her but not wanting to cover with them what I’d just revealed. So I stared for a few more seconds before pulling her down until her lips met mine. I was about to finally explore Taylor’s chest when I felt her tug at the bottom of my shirt. Knowing what she wanted I pushed myself onto my elbows so she could inch it up my ribs, and when it got high enough I lifted my arms so she could take it off. Her lips were on mine and her hands were at my back before I even returned my shoulders to the mattress, and while she kissed me she removed the last article that covered my upper body.
 
   I didn’t wait to undo the buttons of my shorts, and when Taylor felt my hands moving against her thighs to do it her eyes shot wide. She peered down between our hips, and then back up at me, clearly shocked. I just smirked, sliding both pieces of clothing down at the same time, and then moving my hands away so Taylor could finish taking them off. I wasn’t sure whether or not she’d go for it right away, and it was a risk considering I wanted to touch her first, but it had to be now, because once I had her pants off I wasn’t stopping for anything. Taylor lifted herself a bit so I could push my hips up, and stretched her arms behind her to completely pull my clothing over my ankles.
 
   She still seemed surprised, but instead of saying anything she came back down, pressing her mouth against my neck. I let out a moan as she nipped at my skin and pressed her tongue deep into my flesh, and she did the same when my fingers found the center of her breasts. Hearing that sound from Taylor made it hard to hold back, not to get to the end of where we were going. I wanted to go there, somewhere I was sure to hear more of that delightful sound, but I had the control to wait a little longer. Only a little.
 
   I lifted my head, sacrificing the feel of Taylor against my skin so I could press my lips against her own neck. I clamped down over her pulse, feeling the rushing beat of her heart against my tongue as I sucked. That beat brought my attention to her breathing. Fast, hard. Excited. It made me impatient to hear her moan again. So I kissed down her neck to her chest, eventually replacing a kneading hand with a delicate stroke of my tongue. Still the sound didn’t come, and it wasn’t until I took her nipple in my mouth to tease the hard flesh that she tangled a hand in my hair, finally bringing that sweet music to my ears.
 
   Satisfied, I moved my other hand away, continuing to work my lips and tongue while I found the button of her jeans. I undid it with ease, slipping my fingers under the edges to push down everything she wore. She pulled away from me just enough to finish throwing her clothes away, and then she resumed her position sitting over my hips. There seemed to be some hesitation in her eyes now as she was sitting up and looking down at me, but it wasn’t a hesitation for herself. If she didn’t want it, she wouldn’t have let me take her clothes off. She was hesitating for me, clearly not wanting me to do this if I didn’t want to.
 
   But I did want to. So I set a hand on the inside of her thigh, eyes still locked on hers and making my way up slowly so she could stop me if she wanted. She wouldn’t stop me though, and she leaned forward to kiss me as I inched closer. When I finally touched the soft, wet flesh between Taylor’s legs she inhaled sharply, pulling away from the kiss just enough that I could see one corner of her lips turn up, and I’d underestimated how ready she was. I could feel exactly how bad she wanted me, and it thrilled me in all the right places. It got me so excited that I forgot all about how much I loved teasing her, and I ventured one finger deep inside her.
 
   It made Taylor gasp, and her hands instantly took a tight hold on my shoulders. “I’m sorry,” I apologized hastily, worried that I’d hurt her, and began to pull my hand away.
 
   “No!” she said frantically, jamming her hips down against mine, trapping my hand before it left her. I was instantly reassured, and as she started speaking again she relaxed her hips, sure that I wouldn’t pull away. Then she gave an embarrassed giggle. “Just-” I smirked and added another finger, and with a groan she collapsed forward so her voice was nothing but a raspy plea in my ear. “Just please, don’t stop.”
 
   I was already happy to oblige, and even more so when her hips rocked against me, matching the rhythm of my hand every time I eased into her. Her lips found my neck again and I arched myself, wanting her to suck harder while I drove my own hips up, using the leverage to push my fingers deeper. It was distracting, the way she felt and moved and the way she was kissing me, but I found the capacity to use my free hand. It joined my other to work at an equally tantalizing task near her core, drawing stimulating circles in rhythm with every thrust, and I could feel her breathing picking up rapidly against my neck. The harder she breathed the faster my hands worked, and the more desperately she forced herself down on my fingers.
 
   “Jordan,” Taylor breathed huskily.
 
   I met her eyes with my own.
 
   She looked like she wanted to say something, but instead she kissed me, releasing a long, erratic moan into my mouth. It was incredible, the deep vibrations against my lips and tongue, and even though it was muffled, it was loud. I couldn’t help but grin when it ended and she just laid there, her chest heaving heavily against mine. She turned her head, and after her lips landed gently on my cheek I felt her breathing continue against my ear. It took another minute for her to recover, but then she pushed herself up, smiling as she kissed me.
 
   While she kissed me she adjusted herself so she was positioned between my legs, and I hoped she wouldn’t take long to give me what I wanted. It felt like forever, even though I loved everywhere her lips went on my body, but eventually her hand pressed against me. Not freaking out was definite progress, but I almost cried with frustration at what happened next. A second after she touched me I felt myself shut down. Not physically or emotionally. Mentally. It had to be more frustrating than being terrified. Because now I was actually there, I could feel by the dampness between my legs that my body was prepared, I had every emotion that I needed to be ready, and it disappeared in a goddamn instant. How could I not be ready? I just couldn’t understand it.
 
   “Jordan, you okay?” Taylor asked, pulling away from the kiss to look at me.
 
   I couldn’t say no. Not after this, after I’d taken what I wanted from her. I didn’t want her to be upset. To feel used. “Yeah.”
 
   She studied me a little before removing her hand. “Well, don’t lie to me,” she said, shifting herself off me to sit up. “You’ve been staring at the ceiling for the last couple minutes.”
 
   “Please don’t be mad,” I begged, sitting up and pulling my knees to my chest.
 
   “I’m not mad. Just…” She paused thoughtfully, glancing over at me with a sad glint in her eye. “Disappointed.”
 
   I was a little taken aback by that. Taylor was disappointed. After she’d told me so many times that she would wait for as long as it took. Didn’t she get that I was trying? That I’d just let her go further than anyone ever had, and I didn’t have to force it. “I’m sorry I’m not ready. I tried, Taylor.” Mixed into frustration at myself for not being ready was a voiced defensiveness at her disappointment. “I tried really fucking hard.”
 
   “Okay,” she said shortly, inching to the edge of the bed. “Now I’m mad.”
 
   “What? Why?” I asked in shock, watching her get up and begin to pull her jeans back on.
 
   “No matter how hard I try, I can’t convince you to truly believe I’m okay with waiting. I’m disappointed because you didn’t just stop me, not because you weren’t ready.” She stopped to look around for her shirt. I felt so embarrassed now that I slid under the blankets for some cover. “You’d rather lie there and feel like I’m violating you than just tell me you aren’t ready. It’s not fair of you to put me in that position. Not fair at all.” She had on her bra by now, and pulled her shirt over her head before speaking again. “Have I ever made you feel pressured?”
 
   It was meant to be a rhetorical question, I knew that, but I felt so overwhelmed that I answered it anyway. “Yes!” I sounded terribly exasperated, but I felt like I was being honest. I felt an immense amount of pressure.
 
   I could instantly tell by the look on her face that was the wrong answer. “That’s bullshit and you know it.” She searched around the room to make sure she wasn’t missing anything before looking back at me. “If anyone’s making you feel pressured it’s yourself.” She reached for the door handle, and that was the first time I actually realized she wasn’t going to stay.
 
   “Wait,” I pleaded, “please don’t leave.”
 
   Taylor gave a deep sigh, turning with her head down and refusing to make eye contact. “I have to, before I say something I’ll regret.” She sighed again, this time meeting my eyes with her own, and I could tell from where I was that there was water in them. “I’m sorry, just… give me some time to get over it.”
 
   Without looking back she left and closed the door behind her. I turned and buried my face in my pillow, groaning loudly. I couldn’t say I completely understood, but I knew I’d screwed up. Taylor had never really been mad at me, and she was always so rational that if she wasn’t happy about something it was quickly taken care of. This, however, obviously wasn’t going to be worked out in a matter of minutes. I screwed up. Royally.
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   Finally, I got so tired of just lying in bed that I threw the covers off and got up. I hadn’t slept much, my mind too occupied with the night before to let me fall asleep, and I hadn’t felt like getting up to face it yet either. I’d always been pretty good about giving people time when they asked for it, but knowing I wouldn’t be able to let myself go see Taylor was already killing me. I owed her an apology, that much was certain, but there was never a point to apologizing when someone wasn’t ready to hear it. So I had to at least give her the day. Maybe she’d even come over looking to talk about what happened.
 
   One thing I’d been learning since being with Taylor was that I had to start thinking before I just said things. I’d been up all night replaying the conversation in my head, and the thing that kept slapping me in the face was her telling me I was the one making me feel pressured. She was absolutely right. It wasn’t her who’d been making me think about it constantly. Wasn’t her who’d been telling me over and over again that I should be ready by now. Wasn’t her who’d tried to just make it happen last night. It was me, and I didn’t know how to fix it.
 
   Sometime during the night I’d gotten dressed, feeling too vulnerable even under the cover of the heavy blankets. Now I strolled out of my room, heading down the hall toward the living room. When I got halfway between the couch and the hall I almost stepped on the all-black hat I’d knocked off Taylor’s head last night. With a deep sigh I bent over and picked it up, brushing off a spot of dust before cheerlessly setting it on my head. Then I plopped down on the couch with an even heavier sigh, sitting there silently and not even bothering to turn on the TV.
 
   Cameron appeared in the doorway of the kitchen with a cup of coffee in his hands, in a pair of basketball shorts and a gray t-shirt. “Where’s Taylor?” he asked, glancing toward the hallway.
 
   I sighed again, staring at the large black screen in front of me. “She left last night.”
 
   He nodded, studying me thoughtfully for a few seconds. “You guys get in a fight or something?” I nodded. “Was that before or after the uh…” He pointed to his neck, asking about the hickey on mine.
 
   “After,” I answered solemnly.
 
   “Oh,” he said slowly, and took a sip of his coffee. “What happened?”
 
   I inhaled a deep breath and fell sideways onto the couch, lying there helplessly. “I’m an idiot, that’s what happened.”
 
   “You want to talk about it?” he asked, gray eyes taking me in caringly as he tried to be helpful. I just shrugged. “Whatever happened, she’ll get over it eventually. You girls always do when you’re in love.” At that he winked at me, and I couldn’t help but raise my head curiously.
 
   “You think she’s in love with me?”
 
   “That would be the one thing you took from my advice,” he laughed, rolling his eyes a little. “I’ll be damned if it was any other way she looked at you.”
 
   I pushed myself completely up now, for some reason comforted by his observation, even if he was completely wrong. “What are you doing home?” I asked, changing the subject. It was a Friday morning, and usually he and Jamie were at work by now.
 
   “I’ve got meetings a little later,” he answered and began heading toward the stairs. “I was going to try and get some work done here before I leave. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”
 
   “Okay, thanks.” I gave a small smile and lay back on the couch, gently rubbing the black hat on my head with both hands.
 
   I’d never felt so crappy about arguing with someone. Hell, Nicole and I used to scream at each other until I could barely catch my breath, and I hardly ever felt guilty for that. Something about knowing Taylor was mad at me was agonizing. It took a crippling hold on my heart, tightening its grip until all I could think about was how much it hurt. It was ridiculous, how strongly I felt. This was one of the reasons I never wanted another relationship, but it was too late now. Now I didn’t think I could live without her.
 
   I lay there on the couch for a good fifteen minutes before the growling of my stomach made me get up. There was still coffee left over from when Cameron made it, so I poured myself a cup and prepared a bagel. Once I’d satisfied my hunger I sat back down on the couch and turned on the TV, mindlessly flicking through channels. Daytime television sucked, and not being able to find anything of interest I settled on infomercials. At least watching this crap was better than staring at the guide and looking at everything else that would bore me to death.
 
   Taylor deserved to be mad at me. Not only had I lied to her about being okay and seriously considered faking it, but I’d automatically assumed the worst from her. Experience had me believing she was disappointed about the sex, when everything I knew about her should have told me the complete opposite. My mind was constantly giving her bad qualities she was so much better than, because for some reason I couldn’t handle her being so great. For some reason I still didn’t want to let myself believe a person as amazing as her truly existed, and that that person wanted to be with me. But if I didn’t start letting myself believe it, I’d lose her, and I never wanted that.
 
   I’d gotten lost in thought for what felt like at least an hour before there was a knock at the door. My stomach fluttered at the sound, thinking maybe Taylor had calmed down enough and was here to talk. I took a deep breath, trying not to get my hopes up in case it wasn’t her, that way I wouldn’t be too disappointed. I made my way to the door, taking another deep breath before I swung it open. I almost groaned when I saw who it was. I was not in the mood to deal with this bullshit. Of all the goddamn days for her to show up. So I reached out and pinched her. Hard.
 
   “Ow. What the?” Nicole glared, rubbing out her arm.
 
   “I had to make sure I wasn’t having a nightmare,” I started, holding back a smirk that pinching her actually made me feel a little better. “Because I can’t possibly imagine why you’re at my door right now.”
 
   “You’re supposed to pinch yourself, dumbass. Not me.” She dropped her hand from her arm and placed it on the doorframe, leaning casually against it.
 
   “I know, but pinching you was more fun.” This was banter, but my tone was anything but playful. Then a thought struck me. “How do you even know where I live now?”
 
   “I called the rink and asked for your new address,” she answered, peeking past me into the house. “Can I come in?”
 
   I started to close the door on her. “N-”
 
   “Thanks,” she interrupted, ducking under my arm before I could stop her. “Cool place,” she mused, glancing around the house and wandering down the hall, peering in the doors. “Is this your room?” She pointed into my bedroom and walked right in.
 
   I simply crossed my arms over my chest and stood near the door. No way I was following her in there and walking right into that trap. I knew her too well for that. She came back out a minute later, leaning against the wall at the entrance of the hallway, looking me up and down.
 
   “What do you want, Nicole?” I asked somewhat desperately. I just wanted her to leave so I could go back to moping.
 
   “Someone’s grumpy today.” She smiled teasingly, walking up to me and running her index finger along the edge of the bill of Taylor’s hat. “I know that look really well. You and Miss Team USA aren’t fighting, are you?”
 
   “That’s none of your business,” I sneered, grabbing her wrist and pushing it away. I didn’t want her touching Taylor’s hat. It felt wrong.
 
   There was a glimmer in her eyes, as she knew she struck a sore spot. “What’s the argument about?” And just because she could tell I didn’t like it, she flicked the bill of the hat one more time. “Having problems in the bedroom?” I glared at her, adjusting the hat back to a comfortable position with a scowl on my face. If she was here just to piss me off, she was doing a wonderful job. “She hasn’t figured out yet that she’s never going to get between those sexy little legs of yours?” She set her hands on my hips and pushed herself up to whisper in my ear, “that if she ever wants to get any, then she just has to be okay with getting fucked.”
 
   She was really getting to me, especially because her timing and accuracy were impeccable, but I didn’t want her to know that. So I took a step back and crossed my arms over my chest again, trying exceedingly hard to make myself numb to her blows.
 
   “What do you want? You didn’t fly all the way here just to see me did you? Because that would be a serious waste of your money.”
 
   She sighed, stepping closer again so that the only thing separating our bodies was my arms, still crossed over my chest. “No, I’m in town visiting family before the tournament next weekend.” I just stood there, waiting for her to answer the other part of my question. “I gave you space, like you wanted,” she told me impatiently.
 
   “I don’t think you understand how space is supposed to work,” I said sarcastically, stepping back again, and when my back hit the door I immediately grew uncomfortable, knowing she’d try to trap me.
 
   That’s exactly what she did. She put her hands against the door on either side of my head, pressing her body against mine and getting so awkwardly close I could feel her breath on my face. “I want you back. I messed up ever letting you go.”
 
   “Nicole, I’m with Taylor now.” I gave an anxious sigh, leaning my head back against the door to get it as far from her as I could. “I’m happy with her.”
 
    “You don’t seem too happy today.” She removed one of her hands to watch herself twist her fingers in the ends of my long blonde hair, and when she spoke again she sounded sad for me, sympathetic. “Jordan, sweetie, she’s too good for you.” Her eyes met mine as she continued to play with my hair, and at seeing the wounded look that betrayed my feelings she smirked. “But you already knew that. Didn’t you?”
 
   “Fuck you.” I smacked her hand away. How did she always know exactly what to say? Exactly which things could hurt me the most?
 
   She dropped her hand without protest, but her smile widened. “If you want.”
 
   I didn’t even respond to that. I just stood there glaring at her, her brown eyes scanning my face, reading me so she could figure out just which button to push next. Instead of saying anything she began to tilt her head forward, and I knew she was going to try and kiss me. I took advantage of the fact that she hadn’t replaced her arm at my side, and before her lips touched mine I ducked out of the way. It was already exhausting trying to keep away from her advances, and I didn’t know how to get her to stop. I never knew how.
 
   The aggravation she was causing me along with what happened last night wore on my last nerve, and the pure frustration caused my eyes to water. I could feel myself breaking down. “Nicole, I don’t want you.” I tilted my chin down so the bill of the hat would cover my eyes. I didn’t want her to see me cry, even if she could hear it in my voice. “Please, just stop.” At that I turned and started for the couch, thinking if I distracted myself with the TV she’d just leave.
 
   “Even if you didn’t have Taylor?” she asked softly.
 
   “Yes,” I sighed, falling onto the couch and staring straight forward at the screen. I blinked rapidly to rid the tears from my eyes. “Even if I didn’t have Taylor. We’ve been over for a long time.”
 
   She was quiet for a minute, but when she spoke again her voice was annoyingly flirtatious. “I need closure.”
 
   I scoffed, in disbelief that she still wouldn’t give up. “You don’t need closure.”
 
   “Come on,” she whined, and before I knew it she was straddling me, sitting back in my lap. “Just one more time.” She grabbed Taylor’s hat off my head, tossing it onto the empty spot of couch beside us.
 
   “Nicole, get off me.” I tried to sound as serious as I could, even though I knew she wouldn’t take me seriously, and I put my hands on her thighs to try and push her off.
 
   “Please, Jordan?” she begged, seductively running her hands down the sides of my neck, continuing until she almost reached my breasts.
 
   “No.” I shoved her away before she got there. Then I set my hands on the couch, about to push myself up to knock her off of me.
 
   “You were always so damn good in bed.” She pulled at my hands before I could get enough leverage to stand, moving them up and setting them on the top of her chest. “I just need you one more time.”
 
   I left my hands where they were, pushing her shoulders away when she tried to lean in again. “I said ‘no.’”
 
   I could feel my heartbeat picking up, but it wasn’t excitement at her throwing herself at me. It was fear. She was getting too aggressive. In fact, she’d been unusually aggressive with her advances since she got here, and now it was scaring me.
 
   Somehow her hands found the bottom of my shirt, and when I felt her skin against mine I flinched at the contact. “Taylor never has to know.”
 
   “Jesus Christ, I said ‘no!’” I hollered loudly, frantically, removing my hands from her shoulders to grab hers before they got too far up under my shirt.
 
   But that was just the distraction she needed so she could lean forward. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Cameron come out of his room to investigate the noise, and at the same time he did Nicole’s lips managed to land on mine. My eyes went wide with panic, and I sacrificed letting her lips and hands stay where they were for a few seconds longer while I pushed my own hands against the couch, finally getting the leverage I needed to stand. I shot up, gasping for air past the panicking in my chest as Nicole hit the hardwood floor ass-first.
 
   I could tell she was in major pain, but she scrambled up when Cameron cleared his throat at us. “I think you should leave,” he said protectively from the balcony, eyes narrowed at Nicole. She seemed shocked that there was someone else here, but didn’t waste any time darting for the door. Once she was out of sight he hurried down the stairs, standing in front of me and looking on worriedly, but not daring to touch me because he knew better. “Jordan, are you okay?”
 
   I was just standing there, staring at the floor where Nicole hit in disbelief. That couldn’t have just happened, I couldn’t believe it. First thing it made me was furious. She’d actually tried to force herself on me. Then I thought about how she’d actually kissed me, and how I’d have to explain that to Taylor. I couldn’t just keep something like that a secret. Then if she ever happened to hear about it, it would look like I was trying to hide something. After last night, however, I couldn’t imagine how she’d take it. Now I was more frightened than anything, and my eyes welled with tears.
 
   “Jordan?” Cameron asked again softly, trying to bring me out of shock. His hand came forward like he was going to put it on my shoulder, but he stopped, afraid of scaring me even more.
 
   I didn’t even care now about what Nicole had done. All I could think was what if Taylor broke up with me because of this? “If she ever comes back here just… call the cops or something.” Then I shoved past him to head toward my room. “I don’t care.”
 
   I threw the door shut behind me and collapsed on my bed, face buried in my pillow. I hate to admit that I let a few tears fall, but I was still too shocked to full on cry. When it rains, it really does fucking pour. My face was buried for hardly a minute before I pushed myself up. Someone to talk to was always what I needed at times like this, and I knew Victoria usually had her Fridays free. If she came over it would probably make Cameron feel better about having to leave too, because I knew him well enough to know he’d worry about me. After I called, it didn’t take long at all before Victoria arrived, and I threw my arms around her in a grateful hug the second she walked in. She didn’t waste any time asking me what happened, so I started off explaining what just happened with Nicole.
 
   I could tell she was angry after I told her, because she stood up from sitting on my bed, balled fists hanging at her sides. “That little bitch.”
 
   “That’s not even the worst part,” I told her with a sigh, and once she sat back down I related to her what had truly been on my mind all day. The thing that was scaring me even more than Nicole.
 
   “For real?” Victoria asked after I told her about Taylor, eyes wide with shock. “You haven’t let her…” She always knew I never let random girls or even Nicole touch me, but she seemed genuinely surprised I hadn’t completely let Taylor.
 
   I nodded, but that wasn’t the biggest issue. I needed to know what to do about, well, everything. “That’s not even the point though.”
 
   “Yes, Jordan, that is the point,” Victoria said seriously. I furrowed my eyebrows at her in confusion. “You guys have been together for like six months.”
 
   “I was with Nicole for a year,” I told her, already thinking Victoria was going to make me feel like a jackass.
 
   “Nicole’s a dipshit.” And now she sounded frustrated. “Taylor’s perfect for you, what’s the issue?”
 
   “I don’t know!” I held my hands out pleadingly as I spoke, like I was begging for an answer. “I wish I knew.”
 
   “You don’t trust her,” she said simply.
 
   “Yes I do.”
 
   “Not enough,” Victoria countered as if she always knew better than me. She was probably right anyway, she always was. “I bet you’d let me do it.”
 
   My face scrunched up, grossed out about thinking of her like that. “That’s weird.”
 
   She snorted with laughter, making me chuckle too. “Yeah, sorry, that is kind of weird.” She laughed a little more before rolling her eyes at the look on my face. “You get the point, loser.”
 
   “I guess,” I said slowly, still giggling on the inside. “But how do I fix it? I want her, you have no idea how bad, and then last night I just shut down.”
 
   Victoria shrugged, staring up at the ceiling thoughtfully for a few moments. “Maybe just let her do it anyway? Even if you shut down at first, you’ll realize eventually she isn’t going to hurt you.”
 
   I considered it, but then shook my head. “She wouldn’t go for it.” Victoria just sighed, not sure what to say after that. “What about Nicole? Do I have to tell her about it?” I already knew the answer, but I wanted to hear it from someone else’s mouth.
 
   “Yes, you have to tell her,” she said instantly, not a doubt in her mind. “Even if it wasn’t your fault, you can’t not tell her.”
 
   “What if she gets pissed?”
 
   “She probably will,” Victoria told me honestly, chuckling at the look of horror on my face. “But you have to tell her. If you don’t and she finds out anyway it will break her trust in you.”
 
   “I fucking hate Nicole,” I grumbled sorely.
 
   Leave it to her to put me in this situation when I tried to remain innocent, but I felt just as guilty as if I’d kissed her back. I should have used physical force or something to kick her out. Anything but have to tell Taylor I got kissed by another girl. I’d be pissed too if I were Taylor.
 
   “Me too,” Victoria agreed.
 
   “She’s a psychopath.”
 
   Victoria huffed through a slight laugh, “sociopath, actually.” We fell silent for a couple minutes after that, until she said, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For what?” I asked curiously.
 
   She shrugged. “Just that you have to deal with this stuff. It sucks.”
 
   “Tell me about it.” I mirrored her shrug in agreement. “Do you want to just watch movies or something?” I asked, not wanting to have to think about it anymore. It was too stressful.
 
   Her face lit up and she grinned. “Horror marathon?”
 
   I nodded, and followed a prancing Victoria out to the living room. At least I wouldn’t have to suffer alone.
 
    
 
   July 23
 
    
 
   Justin was more than happy to see me when he showed up Saturday morning, and as was typical I closed the door behind him, not bothering to acknowledge my mother. I planned on hanging out at the house with him today, doing whatever there was around here to do. We couldn’t go to the rink to skate. As much as I wanted to see Taylor and apologize, I had to let her come to me. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t eating me up inside, but I knew that when I asked people for time alone, it’s because I really wanted it. I wasn’t about to ignore her request. She knew Justin would be coming over today, so if she wanted to come, she would.
 
   It was a little disappointing to see the look on Justin’s face when I told him Taylor wouldn’t be here, but he seemed to get over it pretty easily. I spent the day watching cartoons with him, and then drawing. When he got tired of that I took him to the park nearby for a little while. I wasn’t in the best mood though, and his young mind seemed to pick up on it, because he entertained himself as best he could. The day went by in a bit of a blur. The entire time he was over I kept hoping Taylor would show, and by the time my mother came to pick him up my spirits were crushed. She had to be really, really upset with me. I could just imagine how unhappy she’d be when I told her about Nicole.
 
   Once Justin was gone I watched TV for a couple hours, something a little better than infomercials, though still not enough to distract me completely. I was in the middle of dinner with Jamie and Cameron when my cellphone started buzzing in my pocket. Usually I wouldn’t have answered it during dinner, but I instantly grew excited when I saw that it was the rink. By now the rink was closed, which meant Taylor had to be calling me because she had free time. I excused myself from the table with a grin.
 
   “Hello?” I asked, the smile present in my tone as I sat down on the couch.
 
   “Hey, Jordan,” the deep voice greeted from the other end, and I was confused to be talking to Mitch. I was even more confused that he didn’t sound happy. Something was wrong, I knew it in an instant, and it made my heart drop.
 
   “Hi, Mitch,” I said hesitantly. “What’s up?”
 
   He took a deep breath, sounding mildly unsure of what to say. “Look, uh, don’t bother coming in to work.” He paused. “Um, anymore.”
 
   “What?” I breathed, panic building in my chest. Was he firing me?
 
   “I’m sorry, kid,” he said, and I was surprised to hear genuine sadness in his voice. “But I warned you.”
 
   “Wait, I-I don’t,” I stuttered, not sure what to say or do or ask. I remembered perfectly well the fatherly threat he’d made about Taylor, but I didn’t think I’d hurt her that badly. “I don’t understand. What-”
 
   “Sorry.” Then the dial tone.
 
   By now I was truly panicking. Did this mean Taylor was breaking up with me? This was wrong. So wrong. If this was it then I had to hear it from her. I shot off the couch, grabbing my keys off the rack near the door and shouting that I was leaving to Jamie and Cameron. Peeling out of the driveway, I started at record speed for the rink, hoping if Taylor wasn’t visible from the doors that she at least hadn’t locked them yet. I got to the facility fast, my heart practically pounding out of my chest while I parked horribly sideways across a couple of parking spaces. I hardly took the time to put the car in park and turn off the engine before I hurled out the door, leaving it wide open.
 
   Taylor’s car was still parked in the lot, but all the lights were already off inside the rink, and when I tried the door it was locked tight. “Taylor!” I shouted loudly, pounding on the window as hard as I could without breaking it. “Taylor!” I tugged hard on the handles, the glass of the exterior shaking from the force. “Please,” I begged quietly, shielding my eyes from the glare of the setting sun with my hands and peering into the rink.
 
   Not even the lights to the office hallway were on. I pulled out my cellphone, dialing the number to the rink to see if Taylor would answer. It rang, and I could hear the phone on the front desk, but Taylor never appeared to answer it. I called again with the same results. Damn her for not having a cellphone.
 
   “Taylor!” I tried one more time to pound on the glass, making enough of a raucous that if she were inside she’d be able to hear me.
 
   She must have left with Mitch. That was the only explanation I could think of, and I didn’t have his cell number to call and beg to talk to Taylor. With a devastated sigh I returned to my car, closing the door once I sat in the driver seat. I didn’t turn on the engine though. Instead I leaned the seat back, throwing a weary, sleep-deprived hand over my eyes. I’d wait here, hoping she came back in the next couple hours and saw me waiting.
 
   Through the hysteria I don’t know how I fell asleep, but eventually I flew up into a sitting position, forgetting where I was for a few seconds while the grogginess faded away. It was completely dark out now, and I pushed a button on the stereo to light up the clock on my dashboard. Eleven pm. How on earth did I sleep that long? Taylor’s car was right where it had been when I first got to the rink, and the inside looked even darker than when I arrived. The only light was the slight glow from various electronics left on at the front desk.
 
   I frowned, holding back more panic and tears as I finally turned the key in the ignition. There was nothing else I could do right now, and freaking out wouldn’t help me get through the night. I’d have to come back first thing in the morning, hoping Taylor would be around. When I finally got back to the house it was dark and quiet too, and once I made it to my bedroom I collapsed on the bed, already knowing I wouldn’t get an ounce of sleep. This was too much, and my heart couldn’t take it. I always knew falling for Taylor was a bad idea.
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   July 24
 
    
 
   My cellphone alarm went off, but I was already wide-awake watching the clock, and I hit the off button as soon as the chiming started, jumping out of bed. I hadn’t slept at all, too worried about Taylor to even close my eyes. I didn’t want to bombard her the moment she got to the rink, so I set the alarm at a time to arrive thirty minutes after it opened. I was still dressed from the night before, and not caring at this point what I looked like I headed for the door. The time it took to get from my house to the rink was enough for me to start panicking all over again, and by the time I’d parked I wasn’t sure if I still wanted to go in.
 
   What if Taylor really did want to break up? Did I want to rush finding out? No matter how scared I was, rushing it was better than waiting around with all the irresolution floating around in my head. So I got out of the car, every step ringing in my ears like the impending doom it felt like. The second I stepped through the doors I saw Taylor at the front desk with Mitch. The sight of Mitch made me even more afraid, but I walked over anyway.
 
   “Were you here last night?” I asked Taylor hastily, cutting in front of a player who looked like he was about to pay, and out of the corner of my eye I could see Mitch staring at me.
 
   “No…” she said slowly, scanning my face, as my terror must have been obvious. “I slept at Mitch’s. Why?”
 
   I tossed a rapid side-glance over at Mitch, only to see that he was slowly backing away. Did Taylor not know he called me? “Mitch called me last night. He told me not to come in to work anymore.”
 
   “God, Mitch,” Taylor groaned, clutching at her hat angrily with one hand and glaring at him. “I told you to stay out of it.”
 
   Part of me wondered, stay out of what? I didn’t think our fight had been big enough that she’d involve him. But I ignored the fact that they weren’t on the same page in order to get out the thing that I truly wanted to know. “Are we-” I hesitated, the thought causing a stabbing pain in my chest before I could even finish the question. “Are we breaking up?”
 
   “What?” Taylor asked in shock.
 
   “Guys,” Mitch interrupted, and when we both looked at him he motioned to the players standing around. “Not out here.”
 
   Without another word Taylor and I shuffled into the office behind the front desk, and after closing the door behind us she turned to me, a look of shock still on her face. “Why would you ask me that?”
 
   “Mitch told me that if I ever hurt you, I’d never step foot on a rink again,” I told her, and I was so confused, so frightened that my voice cracked. I was struggling to hold back tears. “Why would he call me and say that if-” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.
 
   “Mitch is an asshole sometimes,” Taylor said, leaning back against the door, studying me again. She was almost too calm. “Did you sleep last night?”
 
   “No!” I said loudly. Now I was frustrated. “How could I? I thought you wanted to break up with me, and you weren’t even here last night when I came by!”
 
   “I’m so sorry he scared you like that.” She sounded disappointed. Sad. I wished she’d pull me into her arms, hug me to make me really feel better, but something was still wrong, I could tell by the way she was looking at me. By how distant she felt.
 
   “Taylor,” I whispered softly, pleading with her to hurry up and tell me what was going through her mind. “What’s going on?”
 
   She shoved her hands deep into her pockets and was quiet for a minute. Thinking. “I was going to come see you yesterday, but right before I left,” she sighed, breaking eye contact to stare at my feet, “Nicole came by.”
 
   I almost let out a pained whimper. Why was this happening to me? What did I do to deserve this? “Whatever she said happened between us was a blatant lie,” I told Taylor, immediately trying to dispel any exaggerated rumors Nicole might have made up about the other day.
 
   Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion, like she had no clue what I was talking about. “What?”
 
   Crap. Nicole didn’t make up some lie about sleeping with me? Now I had to explain. “She came over to my house, the day after,” I began quietly, part of me wishing Taylor wouldn’t hear and just forget I’d said anything. My eyes locked onto a single thread of the carpeted floor as I told her the next part. “She kissed me.”
 
   I flinched when there was a loud smack against the wall, and upon looking up Taylor was facing it, her clenched fist still resting where she’d hit it. “Come on, Jordan, why’d you even let her in?” She gave a pained groan, lightly bumping her forehead on the wall before turning to face me again. Her voice sounded more desperate than angry, and there was a hurt look on her face, like she was genuinely disappointed I let Nicole stick around long enough to kiss me.
 
   “I was closing the door in her face,” I told her, staring at the wall in shock even though she hadn’t done any damage. “She let herself in.”
 
   This was a different side of Taylor. It was completely warranted, but I wasn’t sure I liked it. It was so clear how hurt she was when she acted like this, when usually she was so strong. I didn’t know how to handle it.
 
   After I answered I continued to stare at her in half shock, half curiosity, wondering why she’d responded to my confession with that question.
 
   She noticed my curiosity, and instantly answered my unspoken wonder. “There’s a reason she keeps coming around feeling like she can get what she wants.”
 
   I did a double take, wishing I didn’t understand just what Taylor was insinuating, or believe that she really was. Quite frankly, it was offensive, which in my sleep-deprived state only succeeded in making me mad. “Seriously? You think I encourage her?” I asked bitterly. “What, because I like the attention?” How could Taylor even say that? “Or because I love what you’re accusing me of right now?” I continued with biting sarcasm. “Or because it brings up such great fucking childhood memories every time she tries to force herself on me?” I couldn’t help but glare, thinking about what happened and thinking Taylor might believe I wanted it.
 
   There was more on my mind, but as I was learning to do, I bit my tongue. Taylor didn’t want to hear that I hooked up with Nicole a few times after we broke up. That in Nicole’s mind, even if I didn’t want to be with her and I made it clear, she’d gotten under my skin so many times before she could do it again. If I said all that now, I knew I’d just be throwing it in Taylor’s face because I was angry. So I held back, because even if Taylor had offended me, she didn’t deserve it.
 
   “Because that’s exactly what she did, Taylor,” I finished, “and it scared the shit out of me.”
 
   At first she seemed surprised I’d gotten so upset, but after that last part she seemed taken aback. “She did?” Taylor asked. I nodded, taking deep breaths to calm myself. I didn’t want to fight, I came here to do the opposite, but when I nodded she got upset again. Fortunately, this time it wasn’t at me. “I swear to God, I’m going to kick her ass.”
 
   “Do you really think I like her coming around all the time?” I asked sadly, my indignation melting away to hurt as I worried Taylor really had that low an opinion of me.
 
   “No,” she said quietly, digging the heels of her hands into to her eyes in frustration. “I’m sorry. It’s just,” she dropped one hand, rubbing her neck with the other as she groaned, “I’m so confused. I don’t know what to think, Jordan.” Now she really did sound just as confused as I was, like she couldn’t understand how it came to this either.
 
   “Think about what? What did Nicole say to you?”
 
   “Things,” she answered, looking me over before speaking softer. “Things about you.”
 
   That made my heart drop, if Nicole didn’t make up some lie about me cheating, what could she possibly have said that had this big of an effect on Taylor? “Taylor, please, this is killing me,” I told her desperately. “Just say it.”
 
   Taylor took a deep breath to force back the dampness forming behind her eyes. “She told me that the entire time you guys were together you never let her touch you, and the same thing for when you slept around. I know we don’t talk much about all that stuff, but you never told me that. After the other night you’d think it would make me feel better, knowing it wasn’t just me, that it wasn’t because of something I was doing wrong.” A tear fell then, and she hurried to brush it away like she hoped I wouldn’t see. “But it didn’t make it better. That night I was already embarrassed, I didn’t feel like I was good enough, but what she said made it worse. Made me feel like I’m nothing special, just another hook up for you.”
 
   That broke my heart, knowing Taylor felt that way, that even unintentionally, I really did hurt her that much.
 
   “She told me that I’d never get there with you,” Taylor continued, “that I should just give up.” Her voice broke and she paused to sniffle, wiping away another tear. “And I wanted so badly for her to be full of shit. For her to be lying.” She looked me dead in the eyes, pleading with me, “Jordan, I want her to have been lying to me.”
 
   I didn’t know how to respond to that. I didn’t even know exactly what Taylor wanted to hear, what would make her feel better. “She wasn’t lying about her or the other girls.” I paused, not enjoying one bit the pained look on her face. “But she was wrong about one thing,” I told her, a gripping pain in my chest. “She hasn’t the slightest clue how crazy I am about you. I don’t think you have a clue either.” After everything, after letting Taylor in so completely, she still didn’t understand. “Do you even get that I let you do what I’ve never let anyone? Even if we didn’t finish what we started, I wasn’t terrified of letting you do it, I wanted you to, when just thinking about anyone else doing it scares me.
 
   “And Nicole was lying about you never getting there. You will, I promise. Just please don’t give up on me.” I choked on those words, tears flooding my eyes as I finally verbalized my biggest fear. “I-” Then I froze when the word that almost slipped off my tongue was ‘love.’ I almost told Taylor I loved her. Holy shit. It hit me then, why all of this hurt so much, it hit me like a wrecking ball. I’m in love with Taylor. But as much as I wanted to say it now, I couldn’t. The feelings were there, but after all this it was finally clear the trust wasn’t, and we couldn’t have love without it. “I need you. Please, Taylor, please don’t give up.”
 
   “Jordan,” she said softly, and when she finally held her arms out I rushed into them, burying my face against her shoulder. “I’m not going to give up on you. I just needed time to sort through it.” Her hands ran over my back while she tried to reassure me. “It just scared me. A lot.”
 
   “Don’t be. Don’t ever be scared,” I told her, lifting my head to look her in the eyes – those tender, perfect brown eyes – wishing she could see in my own how much I loved her. “I’m yours, all of me.”
 
   Taylor pushed up the bill of her hat so she could rest her forehead against mine. “Promise me something?” I nodded. “Promise you’ll just be honest with me, even when it hurts.” Again, I nodded. “Say it,” she begged.
 
   “I promise,” I told her, and as timid as if it was the first time, I pressed my lips to hers. It felt so comforting, the way her arms tightened around me when we kissed, and I felt a million times better already. “I’m still mad at Mitch,” I said when I pulled away.
 
   She chuckled for a moment, and then shrugged as her face twisted with reminiscent anger. “I’m still going to beat Nicole’s ass.”
 
   “What happened to sending Talia after her?” I asked, remembering the day Taylor had caught Nicole trying to make a move on me at the other hockey rink.
 
   “She would be so lucky,” Taylor said sarcastically, setting her hands on my waist and leaning back against the wall. “Now it’s personal.” I gave a timid laugh, hoping if Taylor were serious it wouldn’t get too out of hand. We looked at each other for a few silent moments after that, and then she brushed my cheek with the backs of her fingers. “You know I’m okay with waiting, right?”
 
   I nodded, feeling guilty she felt like she had to keep repeating herself. “I know. None of this was ever your fault.” I sighed, leaning into the hand she set against my face. “If I had it my way, it would’ve happened a long time ago. It’s really frustrating for me, and that’s where the pressure’s coming from.”
 
   Taylor’s chin dropped, her lips pursing in understanding. “Are we okay?”
 
   “As long as you’re not still mad at me... About the kiss?” I raised both eyebrows, blinking at her innocently.
 
   She sighed, a bit of residual frustration turning down the corners of her mouth. “You swear you didn’t kiss back, or even like it a little?”
 
   I had to work hard to keep from laughing, because the idea of me liking it was that ridiculous. But when I answered I looked her right in the eyes, sounding as serious as I could. “I swear.” Then I smiled a little, lightening my tone to playful. “I hated it. There might’ve almost been vomit.”
 
   “Vomit, huh?” she asked, though I could tell she was trying not to smirk as she glared at me teasingly. “Then I guess I can let you off the hook. If it was that horrible for you.” I nodded vigorously, letting her know it truly was that horrible. After she gave me one last kiss she took my hand to lead me out the door. “Come on. Keep me company today.”
 
   With a sigh of relief I followed Taylor out. Mitch was still at the front desk, and as Taylor led me past him she smacked him hard on the back of the head. “Jackass.”
 
    
 
   July 30
 
    
 
   The buzzer for the end of our game sounded through the loud rink, and after shaking hands with the Japanese team we all pushed to the exit. We’d won our second game of the day, and even though this tournament was the first officially international one, we were doing pretty well. Right as I got off the rink Taylor was waiting by the boards, and she had an excited grin on her face.
 
   “Good job,” she praised, resting her helmeted head on the top of her stick.
 
   “Thanks.” I smiled. “How’d you guys do?”
 
   “We won.” She flashed another grin through the cage of her helmet. “I got to go though. My next game is starting already.”
 
   “Who are you guys playing?” I asked before letting her skate away.
 
   She glanced down awkwardly. “San Jose…”
 
   Nicole’s team. “Oh.” I replied, just as uncomfortable. “Are you going to…?” I paused, but I knew Taylor could tell what I was asking about. Revenge.
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered quietly, the spark of anger clear in her eyes. “Every time I even think about her all I see is her kissing you, and honestly, it makes my stomach turn.” She shrugged, returning to my question. “Probably.”
 
   I nodded, not really sure what to say to her. Did I want her to get in a fight? Not really. But did I think it would make her feel better? Most likely. So I just tried not to think about it as I smiled, giving her arm an affectionate squeeze with my gloved hand. “I’ll come watch after I get my gear off.”
 
   She grabbed my cage and gave it a playful shake before heading toward the other rink. I skated for the locker room, where all my teammates were busy getting undressed for our two hour break. I plopped down on the bench beside Victoria, pulling my equipment bag closer so I could easily toss my gear into it.
 
   “Is Taylor playing right now?” Victoria asked, tugging off her jersey and tossing it into her bag.
 
   I nodded. “Want to watch it with me?”
 
   “Who’re they playing?” She moved down to her skates and began to undo the laces.
 
   “San Jose,” I told her, side-glancing to see her reaction.
 
   She looked a little too excited. “You’re damn right I want to watch it with you.” She even stood up and waved a hand at me to hurry me up. “No way in hell I’m going to miss this.” I groaned when she turned to the rest of our teammates. “Hey, you guys want to see Taylor Becks get in a fight?”
 
   “Vic,” I whined, hoping this game wouldn’t be as dramatic as she thought it would. Though, deep down I knew better. “She’s not going to fight.”
 
   “Yeah, okay.” Victoria rolled her eyes sarcastically.
 
   “I’m in!” Morgan smiled, hopping up off the bench.
 
   “Yeah, me too.” Charlie did the same.
 
   All I could do was lead the way out of the locker room. By the time we got to the bleachers the game had already started, and even though nobody had scored yet I could tell Taylor’s team would win. They always did. Taylor was on the bench when we got there, and I saw her wave when she spotted us taking a seat.
 
   The game wasn’t any more physical than regular ones I’d ever seen played, and despite Taylor’s threat to beat a certain player, she seemed to be going out of her way to avoid Nicole. By the time there were only a couple minutes left in the first period Taylor’s team was up two goals, and I could tell Victoria was starting to get bored with the lack of action by the way she occupied herself chatting with Charlie and Morgan. I was starting to relax too, thinking nothing would happen, until the time came when Taylor had no choice but to defend against Nicole.
 
   Victoria slapped my knee as if I weren’t watching the game, thinking she’d finally get to see something. I was even starting to get a little nervous too, watching Nicole hit center rink with the puck on her stick. She got past the other Misconducts defender, and her only obstacle now was Taylor. Taylor was skating backwards, following Nicole with her eyes, waiting for her to make a move. Once Nicole got close enough she picked up a burst of speed to maneuver wide around Taylor. I’d skated enough with Taylor to know she’d instantly turn and chase. That is, if she actually had any interest in recovering the puck.
 
   Instead, Taylor just stood there, looking like she was simply going to watch Nicole skate by. At the last second she stuck her stick out, catching the blade around Nicole’s ankle. In the same moment the referee’s hand shot up to call a penalty Nicole hit the floor face first, and Taylor turned calmly for the penalty box before Nicole had time to get up and retaliate. Taylor pulled the penalty so nonchalantly, and it looked so calculated that Victoria let out an amused laugh.
 
   She chuckled for a few seconds while Taylor skated for the penalty box, before turning to me with a sigh and a disappointed look on her face. “That was funny, but really anticlimactic.”
 
   “I told you she wasn’t going to fight,” I told her, giving a serious look at which she just laughed again.
 
   “It’s only the first period,” she said, shaking her head. We both watched Nicole push herself up with an angry scowl on her face. “Taylor just declared war.”
 
   “Yeah well, she’s only got two more penalties to work with,” I responded sarcastically, part of me hoping Taylor wouldn’t get herself thrown out, even if it was all in the sake of defending my honor.
 
   Morgan leaned forward from the other side of Victoria, smiling at me mischievously. “More than enough!”
 
   I sighed that they seemed eager for a fight, and in spite of my hoping, they got their wish toward the middle of the second period. Nicole was chasing the puck near the boards behind the Misconduct’s net, and I noticed immediately Taylor was going toward her with too much speed not to be planning a hit. I’ll be damned if it wasn’t the hardest hit I’d ever seen. Taylor led with both her fists, catching them at Nicole’s shoulders and plowing her back hard into the boards.
 
   I don’t know how Nicole managed to stay standing, but she did, and retaliated by ricocheting off the boards and shoving back. The ref’s whistles were already blowing like wild, but it all seemed like slow motion to me as I watched, suddenly afraid of what would happen next. It was because of the way Taylor and Nicole were staring at each other now. After Nicole retaliated, Taylor had thrown her stick down and stepped back up, glaring instead of going in for another hit. And there was a tension between them that was tangible even from where we sat at the bleachers.
 
   The ref’s whistles were still blowing, and they along with all the other players were rushing to the end of the rink to join in or break up the potential fight. Then I saw Nicole’s lips moving, and I knew by the sadistic smile on her face that whatever was coming out of her mouth wouldn’t be good. I was right, and whatever she said set Taylor off. Taylor’s left shoulder cocked back, but instead of leading with her fist she sent her elbow straight at Nicole’s head, throwing the weight of her entire body into it. It caught the side of Nicole’s helmet with so much force she went flying sideways into the boards.
 
   Her knees buckled, but she managed to catch herself on the lip just below the glass before falling completely. She regained her balance quick, pushing off the boards and taking Taylor’s head in the crook of her arm with the obvious intent to throw Taylor down. Only, Taylor bent over, slipping out of the lock and pushing Nicole away from her and hard back into the boards. It was just then that the first of Nicole’s teammates got to the end of the rink, and I threw a hand to my mouth as I watched her wind up to throw a hit at Taylor.
 
   Somehow Taylor saw it coming, and she ducked just as the player’s arm went flying over her head. She also noticed Nicole pushing off the boards for more, and her gloved hands immediately caught Nicole in the face, shoving her back. It seemed like hardly a moment until Nicole pushed herself off again, but Taylor was clearly over it. So this time she set her left hand on Nicole’s shoulder and wrapped her right arm around Nicole’s head, pulling her sideways off-balance and throwing her to the floor. But she didn’t just knock Nicole down. She followed through, aiding gravity with the strength and force of a jarring shove. The thud was audible even from the bleachers, as was the loud smack of Nicole’s helmet ricocheting and hitting the ground a second time. The refs got there then, and one of them grabbed Taylor while the other took hold of Nicole’s teammate, who was coming back to try and land another punch.
 
   Victoria rapidly patted my knee again, pointing toward the action. “Is that blood?”
 
   “What?” I frantically sat forward like it would give me a better view. The ref who’d grabbed Taylor was yelling at her and pointing at the door of the rink, and when Taylor grabbed her stick and started for the exit without protest I saw what Victoria was talking about. “That’s coming from Taylor’s jersey,” I stated, noticing the red stain that was spreading over the jersey around Taylor’s left elbow. I shot up from my seat, racing down the bleachers to meet her at the door.
 
   “That was epic!” Morgan laughed as her, Charlie, and Victoria followed me down.
 
   “Hey, are you okay?” I asked the moment Taylor was in earshot.
 
   She finished closing the rink door behind her when I got there, and turned to me. “Here, can you hold this?” she said, not answering my question and handing me her gloves and stick.
 
   All I could look at was the growing spot of red on her otherwise spotless white jersey, and I tried to ignore the praising pats on the back Charlie and Morgan were giving her. Now that she had her hands free she unbuckled her helmet, letting out a happy breath once she had it off. Victoria stuck a hand out, offering to hold Taylor’s helmet.
 
   “Thanks,” Taylor said, handing it to her, and began to lift the sleeve of her jersey to examine the wound. “Shit,” she mumbled, pushing it back down when the lack of cover allowed a drop of blood to hit the cement floor. “The rink hires a medic for tourneys, will you go with me?”
 
   She leaned a little to get in my line of sight, because I was still staring at the bloodstained spot in the jersey, thinking only about the deep gash I’d caught a glimpse of. I nodded, taking stride beside her while she started coasting for the exit of the rink.
 
   “Becks!” Morgan said excitedly, shaking Taylor’s shoulders from behind. “What happened?”
 
   Taylor followed Morgan’s gaze to the slice in her elbow. “I caught it on the edge of her cage when I hit her.” Morgan winced, as did I thinking about Taylor scraping her skin against the edge of the steel wire.
 
   I was still in shock, not really knowing what to say. Especially since Taylor didn’t seem overjoyed about the fight, though she didn’t seem like she was still mad either. “I didn’t know you could fight like that,” I told her quietly, not wanting the others to get riled up about it again.
 
   “Um,” Taylor studied me for a few seconds to make sure I wasn’t mad at her before offering, “I used to be an angry maniac, remember?”
 
   We were outside in the parking lot and at the medical truck before I could respond, and the man waiting outside for people stopped us, taking in how many there were. When he saw Taylor’s elbow he waved her in, then held a finger out to the rest of us. “Just one, guys.”
 
   I stepped up without hesitation, following Taylor in while the others waited for us outside. She stripped off her jersey as she sat down at a first aid station in the truck, and if I weren’t so worried about her wound I would’ve been pleased that she was only in a sports bra. After I dropped down in the extra chair right beside her, one of the three medics sat across from her, immediately setting to work on cleaning her elbow. I watched him work for a minute before he got close to the gash. Every time he wiped more blood seeped out of it, at which point I had to look away.
 
   “That’s going to need stitches,” he told her, and waited patiently for her response.
 
   She looked from him to her elbow, and then back. “Can I still play?”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh. That would be the only thing she was worried about.
 
   The medic seemed to find it funny too. “If I tell you no, is it going to stop you?” Taylor just smirked and shook her head. “Then, yeah. You can still play.”
 
   We were quiet for a minute while he gathered the things he needed, but once he set to work I had to make conversation. Anything to take my mind off of watching him poke that curved needle through Taylor’s flesh.
 
   “Taylor,” I prompted, and she raised an eyebrow, squinting one of her eyes in pain as he continued tending to her. “Well, one, you need to start wearing elbow pads.” She just laughed and rolled her eyes. “And two, what did Nicole say to you?”
 
   She scanned me thoughtfully for a second before answering, but her voice didn’t hold nearly the same amount of recognition as her eyes did. “What do you mean?”
 
   “I know she said something to you.” I said more specifically, picking up on the fact that Taylor obviously didn’t want to talk about it, but not really caring. “Right before you hit her. What was it?”
 
   She studied me again, her jaw clenching subtly. “You don’t want to know.”
 
   “You can tell me,” I told her. Her avoidance of the topic only piqued my curiosity, and I had to know what Nicole said that was worth getting stitches over.
 
   “Do you want the exact quote?” Taylor asked.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She hesitated, making it obvious that she didn’t want to repeat it. “Are you sure?” I nodded, and with another slight hesitation Taylor sighed and leaned closer to me, whispering in my ear so the medic couldn’t hear, “you get Jordan to use her tongue yet? Because that’s a fuck you might want to stick around for.”
 
   I pulled away from Taylor as my cheeks flushed red. It wasn’t only mortifying, but it also made me furious. Not just that Nicole would say something like that, even though I would expect it from her, but that she would say it to Taylor, to my girlfriend. Because I know the last thing on earth Taylor wanted to do was imagine me with another girl, especially with those kinds of specifics. Then implying that it was the only thing that made being with me worth it. No wonder Taylor hit her like that, and picturing how it happened caused my fury to melt into a smile.
 
   “Worth the fight?” Taylor chuckled at seeing the final look on my face.
 
   “Totally,” I affirmed, pecking her gratefully on the cheek. If it weren’t for the medic sitting there, I would have showed her exactly how sexy I found her right now.
 
   He finished tending the wound in no time, closing it up and then wrapping it in gauze. Fortunately, even though it was deep it wasn’t large, only requiring a total of four stitches. Before we left he stopped Taylor at the door, saying, “come back after your games so we can put new gauze on there, okay?”
 
   “Thanks.” She gave grateful smile and followed me out of the truck.
 
   “Should we watch the end of the game?” Victoria asked when we came out.
 
   We both nodded and started to head back toward the rink to watch the rest of Taylor’s game. As we were about to go through the doors back into the rink Nicole came out, and I immediately got nervous. The fight was over, but I had no idea if it would get stirred up again in the blink of an eye. At least, I wasn’t sure until I actually looked at Nicole. She had her arm draped for support around some guy I recognized as the assistant coach of her team, even though she seemed to be walking alright, and with her other hand she had a bag of ice pressed to the back of her head. The only conclusion I could reach was that she might have a concussion, and she was going to the truck to get looked at.
 
   The same tension from earlier filled the air when she spotted us, her eyes locked on Taylor. I was pretty sure Taylor wouldn’t try anything, but in the few tense moments that passed it was obvious Nicole wasn’t as confident about it. Especially since Taylor was walking on the outside of our small group, and would be passing by closest to her. I watched intently, ready to break up another fight while we continued walking.
 
   Right as Taylor and Nicole were passing each other, so close their shoulders were almost touching, Taylor made a short twitch toward her. My heart skipped nervously, but Nicole looked downright terrified, jumping nearly a mile. Taylor didn’t do anything though, and I quickly realized she was only trying to get a reaction. She got what she wanted in the horrified look on Nicole’s face, and at the look she snorted with laughter, turning back to me as we continued on our way. Victoria, Charlie, and Morgan all burst into laughter at the same time, and I couldn’t help but giggle along.
 
   “You’re so mean,” I told Taylor teasingly, wrapping an approving arm around her waist.
 
   She chuckled, beaming from the accomplished grin on her face. “Just making sure she takes me seriously.”
 
   With a smile I pushed myself onto my tiptoes to kiss her cheek, and I squeezed her with the arm I still had around her waist. Yep, I was definitely in love with Taylor Becks.
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   August 6
 
    
 
   I parked outside the hockey rink Saturday morning and heard the back door of the car open immediately, followed by an impatient clunking as Justin slapped his hand against the trunk. With a smile I pushed the button on my keys to open it, and got out to help him with his gear. I’d bought a backpack for him to put the skates, gloves, and helmet we’d ‘borrowed’ from the rink in. It was a tiny backpack by hockey standards, but when I slipped it on him I chuckled at how the bottom of it reached the backs of his knees. Once he had all his stuff in hand I pulled my own gear out, throwing it over my shoulder and then following Justin through the doors of the rink.
 
   Taylor was shuffling through papers at the front desk, and when she saw us enter her face bightened. She stood up to come greet us, but before coming around called into the office behind the desk, “Mitch!” She strolled around to Justin and I while Mitch poked his head from around the door, and at seeing us came out. Taylor gave me a kiss hello, which she hardly managed because Justin had already dropped his gear and was practically climbing up her leg. “What’s up, buddy?” She laughed and picked him up, then ushered me to the front desk where Mitch was standing. “Mitch has something he wants to say to you.”
 
   I kept the confusion from showing on my face while I stepped up to the counter. In the two weeks since all the drama with Taylor and Nicole, Mitch had pretty much been avoiding me. It didn’t seem like a bitter avoiding so much as a shameful one. Even now he looked like a kid being punished, and he glanced around nervously before speaking to me, without looking me in the eyes. “I want to apologize for calling you and making you panic.”
 
   “And?” Taylor said expectantly, and even though I tried my hardest not to laugh, I smirked a little.
 
   He sighed, and when he finally looked at me there was some actual guilt in his eyes, regardless of whether or not his apology was forced. “And it was none of my business, and I promise I won’t butt in again.”
 
   I looked over at Taylor, not entirely sure what to do with Mitch’s apology. The amusement was visible all over her face, and she gave me a playful wink. “Um,” I started unsurely. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” He gave a final, still apologetic smile before turning and going back into the office. “You didn’t have to do that,” I told Taylor, grabbing Justin’s stuff off the floor and so we could head for the back rink.
 
   “Yeah I did,” she said. “He’s got to learn he can’t be a d-” She stopped and glanced at Justin, changing her words before she finished. “He can’t be a jerk to you just because he’s being protective of me.”
 
   I nodded for a moment until I thought that if Taylor got Mitch to apologize, it meant they’d talked about it, and I wondered just how much he knew. “You didn’t tell him…”
 
   She raised an eyebrow at me, not really sure which part I was asking about. “About Nicole?” I gave a small shake of the head. Taylor got in a fight with Nicole. In front of spectators and resulting in stitches. I actually expected her to have explained that part to him. “Oh, about the s-e-x?” She’d whispered so the few people we were passing wouldn’t hear, and spelled it out so Justin wouldn’t understand.
 
   I nodded. It wasn’t that I didn’t want Taylor confiding in anyone. Just like I talked to Victoria about it, I would understand if she needed someone to talk to. But not only was Mitch a guy, he was also my boss, and I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know those kinds of things.
 
   Taylor shook her head. “No, I didn’t tell him.” Before I could respond, Justin covered his mouth with his hands and coughed, causing Taylor to look over at me curiously. “He’s sick again?”
 
   “Crazy huh?” I asked knowingly. I assumed it was normal for kids to get sick all the time, but I didn’t think they got sick that often.
 
   She nodded in agreement and glared at Justin teasingly. “Have you been taking your gummy vitamins?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said hastily, shrieking when Taylor started tickling him.
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked, holding the squirming toddler with one arm while her other hand poked at his ribs.
 
   “Yeah, I promise!” He giggled, wiggling energetically in Taylor’s arms.
 
   Taylor had been laughing along until she suddenly winced, and at seeing the concerned look on my face said, “stitches.” She set Justin down now that we’d reached the back rink and rubbed at her elbow. Justin must have bumped it while he was squirming.
 
   “How’s it healing?” I asked, setting the gear on the ground.
 
   Taylor’s stuff was already leaned up against the outside boards of the rink, so she began to pull her skates out while Justin started digging through his own bag. “Good actually. I get the stitches out tomorrow.”
 
   “What’s stitches?” Justin asked, stopping his searching in the bag to blink up at us.
 
   Taylor looked at me like she was asking for permission, not sure whether or not you were supposed to show little kids stuff like that. I shrugged, “you can show him.”
 
   She knelt down so she was eye level with him, and turned her arm so he could see the wound in her elbow. “I got a cut, so they put these in,” she said, pointing at the sutures. “Kind of like a band aide.”
 
   Justin leaned in to get a better look at it, getting so close he was barely two inches away. Then his face scrunched up and he pulled back. “Ew.” He covered his mouth and coughed again. “Did it hurt?”
 
   “Not too bad.”
 
   He leaned in to look at it once more, pursing his lips and studying it thoughtfully. “I like ‘dis one better,” he said, pointing to the tattoo on Taylor’s other arm.
 
   She laughed, nodding in agreement. “Yeah, me too.”
 
   I finished tying my skates before Taylor did, so I did Justin’s for him after he’d slid them on. When the three of us were geared up we skated out onto the rink. Normally when we skated with Justin he wanted to shoot around for a little while before doing anything else. We took turns shooting with the few pucks Taylor had brought, every once in a while pausing so she could give Justin a bit of instructing. It held his attention for a good twenty minutes before he started slapping the puck in any and every direction. It was at this point I could tell he was ready to move on to something different.
 
   Taylor must have noticed it too, because after he took a final shot she started scooping the rest of the pucks into the net. “Hey Justin, you think you and Jordan can beat me?”
 
   Justin shot me a mischievous grin, and I nodded at him that we could. “We’ll beat you,” he answered, with so much confidence and in such a challenging voice even I couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   “Okay, I’ll start.” She grabbed a single puck and began skating with it toward center rink to start a game.
 
   I don’t think Justin completely understood the concept of how to start though, because he immediately took off after her to try and get it.
 
   “He’s a worse cheater than you are,” I teased, positioning myself halfway between Taylor and the net while she stood still and kept the puck away from Justin.
 
   “No kidding,” she laughed, passing the puck back and forth around his body.
 
   She let his stick tap it, hitting it about a foot away from her in order to make him feel like he could win, and then she picked it back up and passed him. He chased after her while she started toward me, and I began skating backwards to play defense. I swung my stick back and forth with one hand, following Taylor’s body and waiting for the moment she’d try to get past me. Only, it didn’t come as I expected it to. She set the blade of her stick on top of the puck, and when she stood right in front of me used it to slide the puck behind her with one hand. The other hand she used to hold me in place while she did a three-sixty around me, and then retook the stick in both hands to shoot. 
 
   It was a move I’d never seen her do before, and when the puck flew into the net I turned to glare at her, playfully setting my hands on my hips. “Seriously? You still have tricks I’ve never seen?”
 
   There was a teasing smirk on her face as she scooped the puck out of the net and passed it to me. “Loser’s outs.”
 
   “Oh, you’re going to get it,” I threatened and sent the puck to Justin so he could start, all the while holding back a smile.
 
   Justin had learned that he had to take the puck back to center rink in order to start again, so after he got there he turned back around. There was a happy grin on his face as he tried in his clumsy way to stick handle while Taylor pretended to try and get the puck from him.
 
   “Justin!” I hollered, waving an arm for him to pass it to me.
 
   Laughing gleefully, he glanced up before sending the puck to me. He was so young and small he never could get much strength behind a pass, so the puck slowed as it neared me, making it necessary for me to skate to it. The time it took me to get to it was enough time for Taylor to leave Justin, and she got to me by the time I received the pass. Before she could swipe the puck away from me I turned, bending over a little and keeping her behind me so no matter how far around me she reached, she wouldn’t be able to get it.
 
   “Justin go to the net!” I told him, giggling because Taylor thought I was distracted and tried to maneuver around me.
 
   He skated as hard as his little legs would carry him toward the net, and when he was almost there I backhanded the puck, only managing to get it past Taylor because she was left handed. Instead of receiving the pass and then shooting, he slapped at the puck as it neared him. He almost missed it, but barely managed to graze it and send it spinning into the net. I cheered, acting like I’d never been so excited in my life while I skated over to give him a high five. He jumped to slap his glove against mine, nearly falling when he landed back down, successfully making both Taylor and I laugh.
 
   Once more he immediately chased after Taylor when she started toward center rink to begin her turn. When he got to her she passed it back and forth around his body again, playing keep away for a minute or so. I think she’d been getting too relaxed with it, because after a few times of passing it around him, he managed to hit it away from her. Justin didn’t hesitate to take off as it rolled toward the net and me, and when he got to it Taylor was picking up speed to chase after him. I called for Justin to pass it to me again because I thought Taylor was going to get it from him. But when he wound up to pass she flew by him, on her way to me. By that time it was too late to tell him not to pass, and the puck got to me at the same time Taylor did. Instead of trying to get the puck from me though, she bent over and wrapped her right arm around the backs of my legs. Lifting me off the ground she started to carry me back toward center rink and away from the puck.
 
   “Help! Justin!” I yelled playfully, wiggling just enough in Taylor’s grasp that she wouldn’t drop me. “Justin!”
 
   Justin skated over, pulling back his arm and sending his gloved hand at Taylor’s leg. “Hiya!” he shouted, pulling back and hitting her again.
 
   “You want to fight?” Taylor laughed and put me down.
 
   Kneeling, she faced Justin and put her fists up, pretending like she was about to fight him. Instead of putting his own hands up like she did though, Justin lunged and wrapped his arms around her neck, laughing hysterically when he knocked her to the ground. Taylor lay flat, not minding that now Justin wanted to roughhouse, and he stood back up to jump on her again. Right as he stood and before he could jump, I grabbed the hat off her head.
 
   “Run!” I told Justin, handing him the hat. He grinned and put his gloves together around the article, taking off away from Taylor.
 
   “Now you’re in trouble,” Taylor told me teasingly, pushing herself up.
 
   Wanting to give Justin more time to get away, I wrapped my arms around Taylor’s waist before she got too far from me, slowing her down by dragging my feet when she tried to skate. I could hear her chuckling in between struggled strides, trying to pick up speed. Noticing that we were quite a ways behind him, Justin stopped and turned, grinning when he saw that I was slowing Taylor down.
 
   “You can’t get me!” he yelled teasingly, coughed a little from exertion, and then waved Taylor’s hat in the air.
 
   He waved it for all of two seconds before I finally let her go, and seeing that she was coming for him, he shrieked and took off again. I watched her chase him all the way to the door of the rink before allowing herself to catch up. Then she threw him over her shoulder, bringing him back to where I was while he flailed his arms and legs. Seeing the smiles on both of their faces, all I could think was that nothing in the world compared this.
 
    
 
   August 15
 
    
 
   There was a soft knocking on my bedroom door, and after I told whomever it was to come in, Taylor poked her head through. “Hey.” I grinned, setting down the book I’d been reading and waving her in. “I didn’t hear you at the front door.”
 
   Taylor threw herself down on the bed next to me, curiously stretching her neck to look at the title of the book. “Last time Jamie let me in she said I didn’t have to knock. So I let myself in.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, glad that the front door hadn’t been locked yet, because since it was pretty late on a Monday night, Jamie and Cameron were already sleeping. What if it had been locked though? Was this the kind of situation where I offered to give Taylor a key? I could just walk into her living space whenever the rink was open. Then again, why would she ever want to be here when I wasn’t? I decided not to stress too much about it. “How was the last hour of work while I wasn’t there?”
 
   Even though Mitch had officially put me in charge of the rink’s finances, I still got to scorekeep every once in a while. It was more exciting than staring at numbers all day. I’d finished on the back rink pretty early tonight, and even though I offered to stay so Taylor wouldn’t have to drive here, she insisted that she liked getting away sometimes.
 
   In response to my question she gave the most exaggerated sigh I’d ever heard and dropped her chin. “It was torture.”
 
   “Aw.” I pretended to pout sympathetically, but the way I rolled to sit on top of her was far from solemn.
 
   “It’s okay,” she said happily, like she was the one who was trying to reassure me. I let my arms rest at my sides while her hands found my thighs. “I’ll let you make it up me.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh as I asked sarcastically, “make it up to you?” Her hands slipped under my shirt, and with a coy smirk she nodded. “And how exactly do you want me to make it up to you?”
 
   I knew what she was teasing at, though I wasn’t entirely sure why seeing as I assumed we were both still a little traumatized by the last time. She removed one of her hands and used her finger to motion me closer. I leaned over far enough to put my ear by her mouth, thinking she’d tell me a secret, but instead she used the position to slide my shirt over my head. I sat back up, watching her curiously as she tossed it away and wondering to myself what she was trying to do. Then her hands ran up my back, and I felt her fingers work the clasp of my bra.
 
   “Um, Taylor…” I started, the tone of my voice questioning, searching for an explanation while she threw my bra away too.
 
   “I think I have an idea,” she said, and as she dumped me onto the bed and flipped over on top of me, I hoped this was the start of an answer to my wonder.
 
   Then she undid the button of my jeans.
 
   “You want to help me get into my PJs?” I asked hopefully. A part of me started to get nervous, like even though I knew that Taylor knew better, she wanted to try it again.
 
   She chuckled, sitting up for a moment. Despite the nervous and quickening beat of my heart, I forced myself to trust her intentions, letting her slide my jeans down and over my feet. When she lowered herself again and planted a slow, delicate kiss on my lips, I started to relax. Maybe she just wanted me naked. It was a little out of character… but I’d never really been self-conscious. Guess I was okay with it. I draped my arms around the back of her neck, letting myself calm beneath her almost to the point that I forgot what she’d said.
 
   “So,” I prompted out of the side of my lips, waiting for Taylor to pull away from the kiss. “Your idea?”
 
   “Right.” A smile lit up her face like she too had forgotten, and she sat up again.
 
   When the tips of her fingers slipped under the hem of the only article of clothing I had left, I grew instantly nervous again. Before she could start sliding them off I grabbed her hands, lifting my head off the pillow so I could look at her.
 
   “Could you maybe… explain first?” I gave an apologetic smile, hoping she wouldn’t be annoyed I was stopping her progress.
 
   Her bright brown eyes scanned mine, dropped to her hands, and then made their way back up to my face. “Sorry, yeah,” she said, giving an as equally apologetic smile. “I was thinking about what happened, you know, last time we tried.” She removed her hands and dropped them at her sides after I nodded. “And, the thing is,” she paused as she looked away, and when she spoke again her voice was soft, like she was trying not to offend me. “Well, you don’t totally trust me.”
 
   “Yeah I do,” I said rapidly, worried it would hurt her feelings if I let her think that.
 
   “Then why are these still here?” she asked with a raised eyebrow, running her finger along the hem of my underwear so I’d know what she was talking about.
 
   The way she asked wasn’t in the least bit sarcastic or condescending, but I still just looked at her, not really sure what to say. I’d had this talk with Victoria, but for some reason I didn’t like that Taylor knew it. That even though I was in love with her, she knew I didn’t trust her completely. It made me feel guilty, because there was no reason I shouldn’t trust her, and I knew it.
 
   Taylor must have understood the look on my face, because she gave a reassuring smile. “I mean, it’s okay.” I wanted to tell her I knew it wasn’t, that it shouldn’t be, but she continued, “I think it’s a control thing.”
 
   “Control?” I repeated with intrigue, wondering how she’d reached that conclusion seeing as I’d never even considered it before.
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded, and while she continued to speak she once again reached for my last bit of clothing. “Letting me go there means letting me have control, but not having that is what makes you uncomfortable.”
 
   Her eyes locked onto mine as she began to slide my clothing away, looking for any sign that I’d say ‘no.’ I swallowed back the urge to do so. I still wasn’t sure what exactly her plan was, but it had to do with trust. What would I be implying if I stopped her now? And I knew she’d stop the second I did ask.
 
   An approving smile turned up the corner of her mouth when as she tossed away the clothing I remained completely silent. “I guess what I’m saying is, you need to learn that you can trust me in the driver’s seat.”
 
   “Oh,” I said thoughtfully, turning her explanation over in my mind. “So, you’re going to take control?”
 
   “No,” she replied simply, shaking her head, and I couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow at her. “You’re going to give me control. Me taking it and you giving it to me aren’t the same thing. Know what I mean?” I nodded to let her know I understood. “You want to try? We’ll stop if you get too uncomfortable.”
 
   “Are you going to take your clothes off?” I asked, purposefully giving a hopeful grin.
 
   Taylor laughed, leaning forward again and touching her lips to my cheek. “Do you want me to?”
 
   “It would make it more realistic,” I told her, waggling my eyebrows suggestively.
 
   She shrugged, trying her best to hide the entertained smirk that creased her lips. I watched with accomplished excitement when she hopped off the bed, resuming her original position after she had her clothes off. So far, I definitely liked this plan. Until she sat up again, and poked at my forehead when I lifted off the pillow to look at her.
 
   “Lay back down,” she instructed, running a single finger down the center of my chest. “And close your eyes.”
 
   I pushed myself up onto my elbows instead of lying down like she wanted. She sighed to let me know I wasn’t doing the right thing, but now I was a little concerned. “Wait, what?” I’d never done much experimenting in the bedroom, and even though I didn’t figure Taylor for the type, this seemed oddly close. So, all nerves aside, I teased her about it. “Is this some fetish you’re just now telling me about?” She laughed and rolled her eyes at me. When I didn’t do what she wanted she raised her eyebrows expectantly. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Same thing we always do,” she told me nonchalantly, leaning over to press her lips briefly against mine. “But already, just knowing you won’t see me is making you nervous.” She pointed a playfully scolding finger at me, one side of her mouth turned up in a smirk. “Nervous bad, Jordan.”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle, and deciding I needed to try, I put my head back on the pillow. “What do we always do?” So… maybe it was harder than I thought it’d be.
 
    “Close your eyes first.” Taylor lowered herself so she was lying flat against me, and after planting a few pecks along my jaw glanced up to see if I’d done what she said. I hadn’t. “Jordan.” She gave an exaggerated whine.
 
   “I like watching you kiss me,” I laughed defensively, sneakily glancing downward as she gave me another peck.
 
   “I will blindfold you if I have to,” she threatened playfully, moving her weight to one elbow so she could run the other hand along my bare side. At this point I was teasing her, and she let me watch her for a few more seconds before sitting back up and dropping a pillow over my face.
 
   Now I really couldn’t help but laugh, and pulled the pillow off. “Feisty, I like it.”
 
   Taylor glared, but I could hear the smile in her voice. “You haven’t seen feisty.” She smirked at me for a few moments while I giggled, and then her face grew serious. “Please.”
 
   It almost sounded like she was pleading with me now, and the tone of her voice let me know how important to her this really was. She was okay with waiting for me, I knew that, but it was clear she didn’t think time was the only factor. The more I realized how hard it was for me to close my eyes, the more I thought she might actually be right.
 
   I laid my head back on the pillow, forcing my eyes shut as I repeated my question, hoping her answer would ease my mind about what was going to happen. “What do we always do?”
 
   I hadn’t felt her lean over, but a moment later her lips landed on mine. “Kiss.” This time they landed on my chin, and the next time on my neck. “Talk.” There was a peck on my collarbone, and then a gentle nibble on the chest muscle beneath it. “Touch.” Taylor kissed her way back up to my lips, but when I raised my hands to run them up her back she gently pushed them back down. “Nope. You just enjoy it.”
 
   When I felt her tongue caress my bottom lip it took every ounce of self-control in me not to touch her. I understood why she didn’t want me to, if I did then it would give me some control, and the point was for me to give it all to her. But never had I kissed a girl and not been able to touch her. Now that I wasn’t supposed to, it was the biggest urge I had. So I tried to focus on the feel of Taylor’s lips rather than what I couldn’t do. She left my mouth to kiss back down, and as her lips went lower her hands ran delicately up my sides. It was provocative, but I was doing an okay job keeping the lust at bay. At least, until that goddamn, silk-soft tongue ran over my breast.
 
   It almost caused me to open my eyes, but I caught myself, talking while I kept them closed. “Was getting me worked up part of your idea?”
 
   There was a huff of breath against my chest, cooling the damp spot her tongue had left, and I could just picture the smug grin on Taylor’s face. “Maybe.” She was silent for a few seconds, running a hand down the center of my stomach. “You can make conversation… if you can’t handle it.” Her voice was playful, teasing, and had my eyes been open I would have rolled them.
 
   “Not a fetish, she said,” I stated sarcastically, feeling her laugh against my skin again. “We should really switch up the roles next time,” I told her, still keeping my eyes closed despite the curiosity as Taylor shifted and I felt her move my leg. Then I added suggestively, “the things I’d do to tease you.”
 
   I heard her giggle, and a moment later her lips landed on the inside of my ankle. It was so strange, so unexpected that it got me tingly in all the right places. This was getting hard for a reason completely different than my lack of trust. The next time Taylor kissed me it was a little higher, just below my calf. I was expecting her to do it again, higher up like she kept doing, but instead her hand landed on the inside of my knee. She kissed my calf again, at the same time sliding her hand upwards.
 
   I’d been doing fine with the trust thing until now. Until I began to worry she thought there’d been a change in boundaries. That she’d forgotten I wasn’t ready. Until I felt like she might touch me. Then my stomach knotted, my heartbeat picked up, and I swallowed past the growing lump in my throat. Her hand got two inches up from my knee before I got too worried. I opened my eyes, lifting myself a little to look at her.
 
   She didn’t seem surprised when I did, or annoyed as I might have expected since she had to keep telling me earlier. It was like she’d been expecting it, which she confirmed a moment later. “I was wondering how far I could get before you opened your eyes.”
 
   I figured that much, but I couldn’t lie back down without knowing how far she would have pushed it. “But… you weren’t going to…”
 
   She studied me for a few seconds, looking slightly wounded by my question. “Do you think I would?” she asked me softly.
 
   I knew what Taylor wanted me to say. She wanted me to say no, and if that were what she wanted to hear then it had to mean that she really wouldn’t have. Deep down I knew she always meant what she said, but the untrusting side of me kept screaming at me that she hadn’t said it. Not since we’d started this trust exercise.
 
   “But you wouldn’t, right?” I asked instead, rephrasing my question and hoping she wouldn’t be too hurt. Taylor watched me for a minute before giving a light sigh and moving up to lay directly over me. “I’m sorry,” I groaned, throwing my hands over my eyes, instantly assuming she was upset.
 
   “Hey,” she said gently, and I felt her lips against the back of my hand. “Jordan, look at me.” It took me a few shameful seconds to pull my hands away and look her in the eyes. “I swear to you, never until you ask me to.” She paused for emphasis, and I nodded to let her know I was taking her seriously. “No matter how close I get, I won’t. Not unless you ask me to.”
 
   “Okay.” I nodded, and once I did she kissed me one more time, and then lay at my side with her head on my chest and an arm draped across my stomach. “I’m sorry,” I apologized again. I could only imagine how hard it had to be for Taylor. Hell, it was hard for me.
 
   She simply shrugged. “I knew it wasn’t going to be easy.”
 
   Taylor had said exactly what I needed to hear, as if somehow she knew it. No matter what I did, she was always so good to me. It made me wish I could tell her that I was in love with her. She sure as hell deserved to hear it. For some reason though, it just didn’t feel like it would mean the same thing if she knew I didn’t trust her. The only thing I could do was try my best to get there.
 
   “Can we do it again?” I asked.
 
   Taylor picked her head up to look at me, like she couldn’t believe I was serious. “You want to?”
 
   “Yeah.” I smiled, and trying to make her feel better added, “I like the way your lips feel.” That got her to laugh, so I went even further. “Your hands are pretty nice too.”
 
   Taylor grinned happily, moving herself back on top of me to start again. Now that I’d heard her promise verbally, no matter how much the untrusting side of me hollered I could tell it to shut up. Because the rational and trusting side of me knew better, and hopefully that side would get so confident I wouldn’t even be able to hear the other part.
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   August 20
 
    
 
   I was panting much harder than usual, and to my extreme pleasure Taylor’s breaths were fast and shallow. We’d closed up the rink a couple hours ago and had been skating ever since. It appeared all these months of practicing with Taylor were finally paying off. I ducked around her, shot the puck into the net, and when I turned around she was leaned over tiredly with her hands on her knees. I would’ve teased her about it if it weren’t for the fact that I was doubly exhausted, and threw an elbow over the goal post for support.
 
   “You’re,” Taylor started, pausing to take a deep breath, “getting amazing.” I grinned appreciatively and took my hand out of my glove to clutch at the stitch in my ribs. “I’m actually sweating.”
 
   I took a few more gulps of air, and tried to swallow past the burning in my throat. “Think we should call it a night?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” Taylor shrugged, giving me a teasing smile. “If you’re getting too tired.”
 
   “I could keep going until you drop.” I glared at her playfully, but we both knew that was a lie. Any longer and I might be too worn out to even lift my feet.
 
   She chuckled, pushing off toward the door of the rink. “I’ll spare you the work.”
 
   I followed her out to where we’d set our bags just beyond the door. There was an audible thud as we both dropped to the floor, neither of us having the energy to make it graceful. Taking off our skates was a slow task too – even undoing the laces was draining. Taylor was the first to finish, and she stood to lean against the boards and wait for me. When I tossed my last skate away I held out my hands, begging for her to help me up. She pulled me to my feet, but the motion took an obvious effort.
 
   Once I stood I couldn’t resist teasing her, and threw an arm around her neck. “Okay, carry me now?”
 
   She gave an exaggerated laugh. “You should’ve thought of that before you exhausted me.”
 
   I sighed with mock disappointment, and in compromise she turned me around, wrapped her arms around my waist, and ushered us toward the offices. When we got to her room she let me go and plopped down on the bed, closing her eyes and moaning in joy at the feeling of lying down. I laughed, and since I was sweatier than she was I began to strip my clothes, intent on rinsing off. Taylor must have been expecting me to lie down next to her, because when I didn’t she picked her head up to look at me.
 
   “What’re you doing?” she asked, a smug grin on her face while I threw my clothes into the corner.
 
   “I’m going to shower,” I answered. She used her finger to motion me closer, and even though I was skeptical, I strolled to the edge of the bed. There, she did exactly what I expected – pulled me down next to her. “No, Taylor! I’m dirty.” I giggled, playfully squirming when she sat on top of my bare body.
 
   She ignored my half-hearted protests, and moved her mouth to my side where she gnawed at my ribs. It tickled not only my ribs, but also my skin, causing me to shriek loudly. “I’m sweaty and gross!” I protested again, barely suppressing my laughter.
 
   “You taste good to me,” Taylor said, shifting to plant kisses along my stomach, and when I mumbled something about her being dirty she just buoyed her eyebrows at me suggestively.
 
   After that she continued to let her mouth roam, so I closed my eyes and relaxed to let her do what she wanted. We’d tried out her trust exercise a couple more times since that first night, and I was actually surprised it was working. The second time she’d tried to slide her hand up my thigh it made me just as nervous as the first time, but I knew I could trust her. Each time after that, when she never got closer than a couple inches of the restricted area, I got increasingly comfortable with it, confident she wouldn’t cross the line.
 
   Just because I got comfortable with it didn’t mean I got used to it. It still stirred me. Still got me riled up in ways that were borderline torturous. I thought I could handle this kind of affection without needing a release. Hell, I’d been doing it for years. Boy was I wrong. Every time we tested out Taylor’s trust exercise, it got worse. It was getting so bad that even now, when she did something so simple as nip at the flesh of my hip, I was seriously tempted to go there myself. The only thing that kept me from giving myself that release was the fact that the need kept getting stronger. It gave me the idea that maybe, just maybe, it would get so bad it wouldn’t matter if I was really ready or not. That I would need it so much I wouldn’t shut down when Taylor touched me.
 
   “So,” Taylor started, sitting up to trace the outlines of my torso with her fingers. “It’s your birthday tomorrow.”
 
   “Mhm,” I mumbled quietly but kept my eyes closed, trying not to give her any reason to stop touching me.
 
   “Do you want your present before or after lunch?” She shifted her hands to my thighs.
 
   “Depends,” I told her, smiling when she picked up one of my legs. I already knew what she was going to do. Kiss along my calf, run her hand up so I could keep getting used to it, two things I was quickly growing fond of. “What did you get me?”
 
   I felt her breath against my skin as she laughed, “I can’t tell you that.”
 
   I was quiet for a minute while I thought about it, or tried to think about it with the way she was touching me. “Before lunch.”
 
   “Okay,” Taylor said nonchalantly, continuing with her exploration of my leg like it was no big deal.
 
   Aside from the fact that it was driving me crazy, it was no big deal. Just the same thing she’d been doing every time we did this. Until I felt her mouth clamp down on the inside of my thigh. That was new. And it was so unexpected and arousing I felt a wave of heat rush through me, forcing a soft moan through my lips.
 
   “Taylor,” I breathed, finally opening my eyes and sitting up.
 
   She let go of my leg and leaned forward to peck me on the lips. “Yeah?”
 
   I couldn’t take it anymore. Maybe my need wasn’t strong enough to let Taylor go there yet, but it was strong enough for me to need to do something. I took advantage of her position and pushed her onto her back, rolling on top of her and placing myself between her legs.
 
   “Well,” I started, pausing to lower my lips to hers for a deep kiss. When I pulled away I moved to her neck, and while sucking at the smooth skin moved one hand to undo her hockey pants. “Doesn’t doing that to me get you worked up?”
 
   “Seriously?” she chuckled, and when I looked up she had a sarcastic smirk on her face. “Of course it does.” But she reached down and grabbed my hand, stopping it before I slid it under her waistline. “But I don’t want, um,” she paused unsurely before she finished, like she was searching for the right words. I raised an eyebrow, encouraging her to say it. “Pity sex.”
 
   “Trust me,” I laughed, pecking her on the cheek and slowly inching my hand down to see if she’d stop me again. “This is the furthest thing from pity sex.”
 
   She didn’t stop me, but I wanted to make sure she was really okay with it before I just touched her. So I traced my fingertip at an inside edge of her underwear, from her hip to between her thighs, resisting the desperate urge to slip my hand underneath that fabric. Resisting the desire to feel for myself just how worked up it got her before she said it was alright.
 
   “Well,” she paused to gulp, and I could tell by the way her breathing was picking up that she wasn’t going to refuse, “what is it then?”
 
   I pressed my lips to hers while I moved my hand back up, slipping the tips of my fingers beneath the beginning of her underwear. In response her stomach contracted with a teased, sharp breath, and after a few moments her arms slid around my neck. It was hard for me to pull away, especially when her teeth tugged almost pleadingly at my bottom lip, and even harder for me to answer instead of just going for what I wanted.
 
   “It’s, you get me so hot that one of us has to get some, sex.”
 
   Even though Taylor closed her eyes like she was thinking about what to do, she leaned her forehead against mine, and I could hear the smile in her voice. “You promise it’s not pity sex?”
 
   “Promise,” I told her, confidently so she’d know there wasn’t a doubt in my mind. To add to the temptation I lowered my lips to her ear and whispered, “I love making you squirm.”
 
   It wasn’t just making her squirm. I loved hearing her breathe. Hearing her moan. And there was one other reason I was completely sure I wanted this, even if it wouldn’t be returned. It was because it wasn’t to keep her at bay. Wasn’t to keep her satisfied so she wouldn’t get tired of waiting for me. It was because I genuinely wanted to touch her just for the sake of touching her. Because I wanted it, for what I was sure Taylor would be happy to know was a purely selfish reason.
 
   I retreated from her ear to see her reaction, to see if she’d give me what I wanted.
 
   She nodded. “Okay.”
 
   That one word and the coy smile she gave were beyond satisfying. Even more satisfying than both was the fact that she bent one knee out, opening herself up to my hand and giving me complete access while she lifted her lips back to mine.
 
    
 
   August 21
 
    
 
   “Will you at least tell me where we’re going?” I begged, leaning over the center console of Taylor’s car so I could put my head on her shoulder and bat my eyes at her.
 
   She laughed, teasingly pinching my cheek. “We’re going to your house.”
 
   I scrunched my eyebrows, wondering why we were going there. It was my birthday today, and when Taylor said she’d gotten me something I expected it to be something small and quick. “For my present?”
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded, clearly amused at my questions. “I needed Jamie to pick it up for me.”
 
   “What?” Now I was beyond curious. “Was it really big or something?”
 
   “No, it’s pretty small,” Taylor answered casually. She was having way too much fun with this, as seen by the grin when I whined at her that that didn’t make any sense. “Just wait, we’re right around the corner.”
 
   I sighed, making a show of crossing my arms over my chest disappointedly. I’d been asking questions since we left the rink, and she was doing a fine job of keeping this a secret. It wasn’t that I was bad with surprises. Normally I handled them pretty well, being able to forget about it until it happened. This was different though. The entire morning Taylor seemed beyond excited, and the whole thing was shrouded in mystery. Especially suspicious was the part about Jamie picking it up for her.
 
   When we finally got to the house after what seemed like forever, I jumped out of the car before Taylor even had her seatbelt off. I was trying to tease her, so I ran toward the front door like I was going to find my gift before she could reveal the surprise. She was faster than I gave her credit for, because she caught me right as I reached for the door handle.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” she laughed, wrapping her arms around me and pinning my hands at my sides. I wasn’t going to ruin it for her, but just to be playful I squirmed a little. “You going to behave?” she asked, picking me up and placing me on the opposite side of her as the door.
 
   “Okay,” I said finally, taking a deep breath to calm myself because I actually was getting excited. “I’ll be good.”
 
   Taylor nodded and let me go, and then turned to poke her head through the front door. “Jamie!” she called inside, keeping the door closed enough so I couldn’t see from where I stood behind her. “Are you ready?”
 
   “Yeah, yeah.” I heard Jamie’s voice from behind the door, and a moment later she opened it all the way. “Happy birthday!” She grinned when she saw me, coming out to give me a hug.
 
   “Thanks.” I smiled gratefully and returned the embrace, all the while leaning to try and get a peek inside the house.
 
   Cameron appeared at the door too, beaming at me while he ushered us inside. “Happy birthday, Jordan.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.” I followed Taylor and Jamie in, my curiosity growing when nothing in the living room looked out of the ordinary.
 
   “She’s going crazy trying to figure it out,” Taylor told Jamie and Cameron, nodding toward me with a smirk.
 
   Jamie laughed, glancing back toward the kitchen area. “It’s in the backyard.”
 
   “In the backyard?” I repeated curiously, taking a step forward to make my way outside.
 
   “Easy, trigger.” Taylor grabbed my hand before I got too far and pulled me back. “You have to close your eyes.” I blushed a little, embarrassed that I was acting a bit like a five year old, and squeezed my eyes shut. “Promise you won’t open them until I say?”
 
   “I promise,” I told her, and felt her hands land on my shoulders.
 
   She used my shoulders to turn me toward the kitchen, and then guided me over. I could hear three pairs of footsteps behind me, and knew Jamie and Cameron were coming too. After a few more seconds I heard the sliding of the door to the backyard, and Taylor ushered me through to the outside. I stood there quietly, patiently waiting for her to tell me I could open my eyes, when I felt something press on the top of my foot. Only for a second before it disappeared. It came back a few seconds later, and this time there was brief pressure against my leg.
 
   “Okay,” Taylor said, taking her hands off my shoulders. “You can open your eyes now.”
 
   I didn’t waste a second in opening them, and the moment I did my jaw dropped. “Oh. My. God.”
 
   I was in shock, not really sure if I was seeing things correctly or not. If I was, then there was definitely a tiny ball of multicolored fur running back and forth at our feet, tongue lolling out playfully.
 
   “You got me a puppy!” I shouted, barely able to contain my excitement, and at the sound of my voice the small dog stopped running, sitting down at my feet and cocking its head at me.
 
   It wasn’t just a puppy. It was an Australian Shepherd, like the one I’d grown up with. And it was looking up at me with the cutest blue eyes I had ever seen in my entire life. When Taylor nodded I couldn’t contain a squeal, and I jumped into her arms, wrapping my arms and legs around her in the most grateful hug I’d ever given. I was so excited that when Taylor let me go I squeezed the breath out of Jamie. Hell, I was so excited I even gave Cameron a hug.
 
   The puppy had started running back and forth again, and after I let Cameron go I scooped it up. “He’s so cute!”
 
   I squeezed the excited and squirming dog as tight as I could without hurting him, giggling when he started to lick my face. He had so much energy. His body was wiggling with the wagging of his tail, and his fur was so soft and fluffy I couldn’t help but bury my face in it.
 
   “This is the best present ever. Taylor, thank you so much.” Without putting the little ball of fur down I planted kisses all over Taylor’s face, and she sputtered disgustedly when the puppy managed to come between us and get her lips with his tongue.
 
   “It wasn’t just me,” she said, playfully shaking his head in her hands. “I couldn’t have done it without Jamie and Cameron.”
 
   “Thank you guys.” I smiled at Jamie and Cameron, running my fingers through the dog’s fur.
 
   “What are you going to name him?” Jamie asked, and wrapped an arm around Cameron with a pleased look on her face.
 
   I studied the puppy, which was still wiggling in my arms and trying to lick me every few seconds. “He looks like a,” I paused thoughtfully, keeping a tight grip on the energetic pooch, “Taz.”
 
   “Taz?” Taylor giggled, and when I finally set the puppy down he spun around excitedly before running off after a tennis ball they’d left in the backyard for him. “It’s perfect.” I grinned my agreement, and I was so happy that I was almost wiggling as much as Taz. Noticing my excitement, Taylor gave me a gentle push in his direction. “Go play with him.”
 
   She didn’t have to tell me twice. When I started toward the puppy he looked up at me, and noticing I was coming started to run at me. I took off in the other direction, smiling and laughing the whole time he chased me, nipping at my heels. Eventually I began to throw the ball for him, and I couldn’t keep a grin off my face at how fast he learned to bring it back. I don’t know how long I played with him for, but I didn’t stop playing or laughing happily until Taz was too tired to even move. He collapsed on the grass, panting and watching me with those bright blue eyes like he wanted to keep playing but was just too tired.
 
   Deciding I should probably let him rest, I looked around for Taylor, seeing as I hadn’t so much as glanced back at anyone to see what they were doing once I started playing with Taz. Taylor was seated comfortably on the patio furniture, legs kicked up on the table and leaning back in her chair. It seemed she’d been watching me the whole time, and when I glanced at her the smile on her face grew. I strode over, and once she’d taken her legs off the table I plopped down on her lap, straddling her in the chair she was sitting on.
 
   “Having fun?” she asked, reaching around to set her hands on the small of my back.
 
   I nodded and threw my arms over her shoulders. “Were you watching me the whole time?”
 
   Taylor laughed, the freckles on her cheeks and nose disappearing behind a light blush. “You just look so happy.”
 
   I pushed the bill of her hat up so it wouldn’t be in the way when I leaned in to kiss her, and it took a good minute for me to pull away. “And how does it feel knowing you’re responsible for that?”
 
   “That’s funny,” Taylor started with a raised eyebrow. “I could’ve sworn it was Taz getting you to smile like that.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” I chuckled, poking at her ribs.
 
   She angled away from my fingers, eventually wrestling my hands from her sides. “I think your pup’s thirsty,” she said, nodding toward Taz, who’d made his way over and sat there panting and looking up at us.
 
   “Our,” I corrected with a grin, and planted a brief peck on Taylor’s lips. “He’s our puppy.”
 
   She seemed genuinely surprised at my correction. I couldn’t blame her, seeing as claiming an actual living thing as ‘ours’ was a pretty big implication. But after a few seconds her surprise turned to a smile, and she nodded happily. I gave her one last kiss before getting up, but I couldn’t resist teasing her.
 
   “He has to be ours. That way you get half the blame when he starts chewing on Jamie’s shoes.”
 
   Taylor laughed and rolled her eyes, watching as I called for Taz to follow me into the house. When I got to the kitchen I grabbed a bowl from the cupboard, filling it with water and thinking that Taylor and I would have to make a trip to the pet store later today to get everything we’d need.
 
   Was it strange that I’d labeled Taz as our puppy instead of just mine? Now that I thought about it, getting a pet was something most people did once they moved in together. Taylor and I didn’t necessarily live together, and it seemed like a pretty big commitment as far as our relationship was concerned. Which is why it surprised me that the implied commitment didn’t scare me one bit. I liked taking that kind of step with Taylor, even if the timing of events in our relationship didn’t seem completely in order.
 
   Setting the water-filled bowl on the floor I couldn’t help but smile. Guess this is the kind of stuff that happens when you fall in love. Who would’ve known? Now all I had to do was take the step we’d been working toward for the past week.
 
   “Hey,” Jamie greeted, strolling into the kitchen and smiling when she saw Taz thirstily lapping up water. “How do you like him?”
 
   “He’s adorable, I love him,” I told her, turning to lean against the counter while she sat at the kitchen table.
 
   After she nodded in agreement she fell silent, glancing from me to the puppy. I could tell there was something she wanted to say. “So,” she said, and I gave her my attention. “Um, I know you’re not going to be too happy about it, but-” She stopped again, and now the suspense was starting to get to me.
 
   “What?” I asked, trying to get her to just say it.
 
   “I don’t know what you and Taylor were planning on doing for the rest of the day, but Mom and Dad want to come over for dinner. For your birthday.” Once she finished saying it she cringed, like she thought I was going to yell.
 
   All I could do was give a stressed sigh. “I couldn’t, just once, have the perfect birthday.”
 
   Jamie shrugged. It was clear by the look on her face that she didn’t know what to say. “I guess they still want to try.” Another pause as she took a second to think. “You know, making it up to you.”
 
   “I haven’t even talked to them since the wedding,” I said quietly, mostly to myself while I considered it. 
 
   Even I was a little surprised that this didn’t make me furious. It seemed I had every reason to be pissed they were even trying to come see me after what happened the last time. It wasn’t that I liked the idea they were still trying, so much as I was just done. Done investing in them emotionally and being let down every time.
 
   “And we told Justin about your present, he’s really excited to come see the puppy,” Jamie added when after a minute I still hadn’t responded. “They said he made something for you.”
 
   I wouldn’t mind seeing Justin, and I was sure whatever he made for me would be well worth it. I just shrugged, the only thing that I thought would convey the complete lack of emotion I felt. “They can do whatever they want.” Then I started for the back door again, a satisfied Taz pouncing at my feet along the way. “Make sure they bring cake,” I called back to her on my way outside.
 
   When I plopped down next to Taylor, with a sigh as I picked up Taz and set him in my lap, she raised an eyebrow at me curiously. “My parents are coming over,” I told her flatly.
 
   She’d leaned over to wrestle with the puppy in my arms, but when I said that she looked up at me. “I can kidnap you if you want…”
 
   I smiled gratefully, giving her a peck on the cheek before shaking my head. “It’s okay, I can’t avoid them forever. They’re bringing Justin over too.” I giggled when Taz managed to get Taylor’s lips with his tongue again, and she wiped at her mouth with a frown. I was about to tease her when a thought struck me, and I pulled out my cellphone. “I have to text Victoria,” I said in response to the glance Taylor passed me.
 
   Before Taylor, I always spent my birthdays with Victoria. Since I was going to be spending the day with Taylor now, I told Victoria we’d meet her for dinner later. At least with her, Taylor, Justin, and the puppy, I’d have enough distractions to keep me from feeling too awkward or tense around my parents.
 
   Victoria got to the house not long after I texted her. She wasn’t nearly as shocked by the little Australian Shepherd as I was. In fact, she’d been in on it, and aside from the t-shirt she gave me as a gift, she also got a dog bed for Taz. Her, Taylor, and I had been sitting in the grass tossing a ball for the puppy for an hour or so when I felt a tiny pair of hands clasp over my eyes.
 
   “Guess who,” the small voice instructed.
 
   “Um, Cameron?” I asked.
 
   Justin giggled, and I felt his whole body shake in tandem with his head. “No!”
 
   “Superman?” I asked, holding back laughter while he giggled again.
 
   “No!”
 
   I sighed, exaggeratedly throwing up my hands. “I give up!”
 
   “It’s Justin!” he laughed, wrapping his arms around my neck and leaning forward so I could see his face.
 
   “Justin?” I repeated like I couldn’t believe it, and then I pulled him around so he was lying in my lap. “Oh, it’s you!”
 
   He nodded, giggling hysterically when I began to tickle his ribs. Checking on the commotion, Taz came bounding over, his tongue immediately finding Justin’s face. Justin squealed through another fit of giggling and took Taz’s head in his arms, playfully tussling with the puppy and trying to keep the slobber off his face. It took a minute of wiggling before Justin managed to scramble off my lap, and when he did he immediately began to chase Taz around the yard.
 
   “Jordan,” Victoria said, laughing as she watched both toddler and puppy zigzag through the grass. “I’m stealing both of them and taking them home with me.”
 
   “Yeah right,” I chuckled, leaning over to give her a playful shove. “Get your own.”
 
   We watched Justin chase Taz around, and visa versa, for a few minutes before Justin came back over and dropped to the grass beside me. He was making a show of panting heavily, and even went so far as to sigh and throw a tired hand over his eyes. The dog came over too, and wedged himself into Taylor’s lap.
 
   “What’s his name?” Justin asked through breaths, pointing to the ball of fuzz Taylor was holding.
 
   “That’s Taz,” I told him, reaching a hand over to run my fingers through the soft fur.
 
   Justin grinned, scooting over so he could pet the dog too. “He’s funny.”
 
   “You’re funny,” Taylor teased, reaching a hand out to attack Justin’s sides.
 
   Justin laughed and inched backward until he was out of tickling range. Then he leaned back on his hands and watched the dog like he found Taz as cute as we did.
 
   “So, Justin,” I said, and he leaned his head to look over at me. “I heard you made something for me.”
 
   He gasped, dropping his jaw like he was in shock that he’d forgotten, and then he scrambled up, pulling at my hand to get me to stand too. “Come on!” he hollered impatiently when I took my time getting up. He waved at Taylor and Victoria to follow too.
 
   We all trailed him into the house. He dragged us to the kitchen where my mom and dad were sitting with Jamie and Cameron at the table. When we got there he climbed into our mom’s lap, grabbing the small wrapped package that was on the table in front of her. With it he climbed back down, made his way to me, and put the gift behind his back.
 
   “Close your eyes,” he said, staring up at me expectantly. I laughed at the pointlessness of it, but did as I was told. A second after I closed my eyes I felt him tug on my hand. “Okay,” he said, and when I opened my eyes again he was holding the present out to me.
 
   I took it from him with a grin and turned it over in my hands, more excited by his growing anxiousness at me opening it than the actual gift itself. “Did you do this by yourself?” I asked, taking in the decent wrapping job of the cake-decorated paper.
 
   “No.” He shook his head. “Mom helped me.”
 
   At that I glanced up, giving my mom a slightly grateful, extremely awkward smile. Deciding I should finally open it, I ripped the paper away, tossing the trash onto the table so Taz wouldn’t shred it. At sight of the gift I couldn’t help but laugh. The first glimpse I got was of a picture with him, Taylor, and I in it. I remembered taking the picture one of the weekends we skated with him at the rink. Taylor was looking cross-eyed at the camera with her bottom lip tensed down, exposing all of her bottom teeth in a hilariously awkward smile. Justin had squeezed his face in front of Taylor and I, and his eyes were wide and his cheeks puffed up with air as he pulled his ears out like a monkey. Then there was me. I could remember holding my stomach because I was laughing so hard, but all you could see in the picture was my face as I was cracking up at Taylor and Justin, looking at them both like they were crazy.
 
   The photo had been put in a glued-together popsicle stick fame. Colored pieces of macaroni shells were glued to the sticks, along with stickers shaped like hockey equipment. In the top right corner with marker Justin had drawn a tiny, stick figure drawing of him, Taylor, and I, all holding hands. I was in awe of how adorable and thoughtful the gift was, so I just stood there staring at it, a slow smile widening across my face.
 
   “Mom helped me make it too,” Justin said shyly when I didn’t say anything, twisting back and forth with his hands folded behind his back.
 
   “Buddy, I love it,” I told him happily, handing the picture to Taylor so I could pick him up and give him a hug. “Thank you so much.”
 
   He giggled, wrapping his arms around my neck to return the embrace. “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Should we find a spot for it in my room?” I asked him, taking the picture back from Taylor, and he nodded excitedly.
 
   Before I carried him off to my room I couldn’t help but look at my mother again, and this time I gave her a more appreciative smile than the previous one. I didn’t exactly say thank you, and I wasn’t about to give her a hug or anything, but I had to acknowledge the effort. At least she wasn’t just ignoring the fact that I existed. I’m sure she’d had to go out of her way to even get the picture in the first place seeing as it was on my cellphone, which meant she’d probably asked Jamie to get it for her. Leave it to the kid to get me to feel anything but apathy or anger toward her.
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   September 3
 
    
 
   Taz was staring up at me from the floor, head cocked curiously as I sat at the edge of Taylor’s bed. He was probably wondering when I was going to give him the treat in my hand, because his little blue eyes darted to it every couple seconds. I raised an expectant eyebrow at him like he’d understand it, and his tail wagged a bit.
 
   “Sit,” I repeated, trying to resist giving him the treat simply because of the cuteness factor.
 
   His ears pricked forward, and he stared at me for a few more seconds as if he didn’t get what I was saying. Then slowly, hesitantly, his hindquarters landed on the floor. I giggled, holding back an excited shriek while I gave him the treat and showered him with praise. My excitement seemed to get him riled up, because after letting me pet him for a moment he sprinted to the squirrel chew toy Taylor got him and ran around with it, trying to keep it from me.
 
   Taylor had been locking up the rink, and when she came through the door she gave a fond laugh at seeing Taz run around the room. “Did he do it?” she asked, sitting down next to me on the bed.
 
   “Sure did.” I grinned, reaching out to take the toy from him. “He’s so smart!”
 
   Taylor picked up the excited puppy. By now she’d learned to keep her face far from his, but it didn’t stop Taz from trying. So she fell back on the bed, covering her face with her hands while Taz nudged at them, trying to get his tongue underneath so he could lick her.
 
   “Last night I taught him to go inside his crate,” I told her proudly.
 
   “Oh yeah?” She sat up, setting him on the floor so I could show her and we could settle in for the night.
 
   I reached for the bag of treats on the desk beside the bed, and the second I grabbed one Taz looked up at me. He sat down, expecting that’s what I wanted him to do, but I pointed at the large crate we’d set up underneath the desk. We’d had to move the chair out of the office to fit it in, but it was worth letting him sleep in the room with us.
 
   “In your crate,” I told him, pointing at his little home.
 
   He looked at me suspiciously for a moment, like he wasn’t sure I would give him the treat if he turned his back on me, and then he sauntered over to his bed. I made sure I gave him double the praise along with his treat, and then I closed the door.
 
   “You’re such a good dog-mommy,” Taylor praised, scooting all the way onto the bed and lying down.
 
   I set my teeth in wide grin. “Kind of makes you think I’d be a good real-mommy, huh?” I teased and sat over her hips, grabbing the hat off her head to toss it onto the dresser next to us.
 
   Her eyes widened in shock, and she gave a half-scoff in disbelief. “You want to talk about having kids?”
 
   “God, no. Not yet.” I chuckled, running my fingers over the hands she’d placed on my thighs. “I was just saying.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” she said, and the corner of her mouth curled with a smirk. “So, is now a bad time to tell you I’m pregnant with your baby?”
 
   I snorted with laughter, throwing my hands over my mouth at the sound that came out. It came out a full-blown squeal when Taylor’s hands went to my ribs. I squirmed as I tried to push her away, having no luck until she stopped tickling me on her own after half a minute.
 
   “Tell you what,” I said, and poked her in the chest with my index finger. “If you can get me pregnant, we’ll have as many little babies as you want.”
 
   Taylor smiled, dumping me onto the bed next to her so she could move on top of me, planting herself between my legs. “Challenge accepted.”
 
   I just rolled my eyes as she dipped her head to kiss me. I don’t know if it was the kiss or the way her body felt against mine, but it stirred me instantly. The hypersensitivity was definitely a result of all this trust exercising we’d been doing, but I’d never been quite so sensitive to the craving as I was now. So when Taylor’s lips lowered to my neck, I dared to wonder if it was finally enough.
 
   Not being able to wait, I pulled her shirt over her head, and then sat up just enough for her to do the same with mine. She didn’t even look at me before lowering her lips back to my neck, and the hunger with which she nipped at my flesh made me think she had a craving that rivaled mine. I was sure of Taylor’s eagerness when I raised a hand to press her mouth harder against me, and one of her arms snaked around my waist, pulling me so tight and close to her it almost stunted my breathing. Not that I cared about breathing anyway, as each breath was already starting to come out in shallow, excited huffs.
 
   I had to push her away a little so I could reach the button of her jeans, and my desire was already getting so bad it almost wasn’t worth it. Especially because once she pushed hers off she took extra time to pull mine away. At least when all my clothing was gone she returned her lips to my skin, this time at my stomach. Each peck was so painfully gentle I arched my back, begging her to give me more, to give me something I could really feel. She ignored the silent plea, and by the barely visible smirk on her face I could tell she was enjoying teasing me.
 
   While Taylor kissed a trail down to my hip, and then along the outside of my thigh, a thought struck me. Any time we did the trust exercise it started with a question, verbal or passed through a look. Either Taylor or I made sure the other was up for it. That was part of the comfort to me, knowing we both knew the boundaries. For some reason now, even though we hadn’t had the agreement and despite Taylor’s eagerness, I wasn’t worried about what she’d do. I trusted her, but as she kissed back up the inside of my thigh, planting the last one just a few inches from my most intimate part, I knew it was more than that. I didn’t want her to stop the direction she was heading. I was ready.
 
   “Taylor?” I barely managed to say her name. Excitement and a sudden nervousness made it hard to breathe, not to mention the distracting nature of the hammering throb between my legs.
 
   She kissed all the way back up to my neck, and then to my lips before half-grunting an acknowledging hum into the kiss.
 
   I hesitated, suddenly worried that even though I was almost positive, I was mistaken. Then she started grinding her hips into mine while she kissed me, and my stomach lurched with lust. “Do it,” I told her out the side of my lips.
 
   She pulled back to look at me, bright brown eyes wide like she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. “What?”
 
   I put my hands on the small of her back, tugging her hips hard against mine so I could continue that provocative movement she’d started. “Touch me.”
 
   She blushed a little, still staring at me like she couldn’t believe it, and then her eyes fell between our bodies. “Are you sure?”
 
   I pulled her into a desperate kiss, trying not to get frustrated at how much I suddenly needed it. “If you don’t do it, I will.” Now wasn’t the time for her to stop believing me. Not when I wanted her this bad.
 
   “I’ll do it,” she said rapidly, and she couldn’t hide the grin that spread across her face.
 
   She started to push herself up so she could get a hand between us, but I grabbed her shoulder to stop her, once again suddenly nervous. “Slowly. And gentle,” I requested awkwardly. “At first.”
 
   “Of course,” she agreed, and even though I was so accustomed to her hands on my body, she carefully lowered one to my knee first.
 
   Her eyes watched me cautiously as that hand shifted my knee out, opening me up to her. It was such a delicate push, but being ready, and exposed, and desperate for a touch, it melted away all doubt and stirred something primal in me. At once the longing tension at my core was nearly painful, the want so uncontainable I almost begged her to hurry. Almost took back my condition of slow and gentle if it meant getting what I needed now. The only thing that stopped me from pleading with Taylor was the look on her face. She appeared more afraid than I’d felt moments ago.
 
   “Okay?” Taylor prompted, her fingers indicatively tracing just a few inches up my thigh.
 
   Despite my attempt at patience, the nod I gave was vigorous, and I even bent my other knee out as if it would prove my overwhelming desire. In response she lifted her hand and brought it between us, studying my expression once more while it lowered, until one finger set ever so lightly against me. It was so soft, so imprecise because she was just testing my reaction, but the aching between my legs was so great that it was enough for a wave of relief to flow through me. My eyes fluttered closed momentarily, and as I let out a breath I didn’t even know I’d been holding I felt my flesh pulse hard beneath her finger.
 
   She felt it too, and I could see the resulting arousal wash over her face as her eyes dropped to my lips. “Whoa,” she murmured.
 
   “Forget what I said,” I breathed eagerly, realizing now exactly how ready I was. “Don’t hold back.”
 
   I knew she could feel by the wetness against her hand that my need was excessive, and she must’ve been able to tell by my expression that I was sure, because she complied. At the same moment she applied more pressure, more precision in her finger’s first stroke she also lowered her mouth to mine. The result was a satisfied moan, obscured on her tongue as I opened my lips against hers, needing more of her at any point of contact I could get. That meant open kisses for more of her taste, more of the depth behind every touch from her tongue. It meant arching my back to feel my breasts push into her chest with each erratic breath. It meant wrapping my arms tight around her neck, only to run my hands up through her hair, then down her neck and chest, around to her back.
 
   My hands were unruly. I couldn’t control them because with every rotation she made with her finger my mind went completely blank. For the first time in my life everything about this was physical, and it went beyond the euphoria between my legs and consistently building in my core. Each reaction she drew out of me was carnal fuel for what was happening beneath her hand. Every time I closed my lips against hers or met her tongue with my own, it gave me just enough release to take another breath and to keep myself from getting lightheaded. Every time my fingers combed through her hair or clawed at her back it gave me the frame of mind to focus on the motion of her finger for just a moment before I went blank again.
 
   Every time her name escaped on a breath my hips met the pressure of her stroke, increased briefly by the effect it had on her when I moaned into her mouth, “Taylor.”
 
   Soon the building tension deep in my stomach was so consuming I couldn’t even kiss her. My teeth clamped hard on my bottom lip while my eyes closed, forced shut by a heat that barreled from my chest to the point under Taylor’s touch. It was one powerful wave telling me there was nothing I could do to make this last longer. When I managed to open my eyes again my gaze met Taylor’s. I locked onto those gorgeous brown eyes and drank in the poignant desire in them, I caught the pleased curve of her lips, and I was done. Finished by an expression and no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stop it.
 
   Another wave shot through me, and this one was infinitely stronger than the first. It rocked my body with an ecstasy so overwhelming I didn’t know whether to arch my back more or to shrink away at the growing sensitivity. So I did both against her hand in a slow rocking. I didn’t know whether to dig my fingers harder into Taylor’s back or throw my hands to my weak, foggy head, but I had to grab something. So I gripped the bed sheets tight between my fingers. And I didn’t know whether to keep breathing those quick, shallow breaths or to scream at the pleasure. So I let out a moan so loud I could almost hear it past the attention-consuming clenching at the source of my pleasure.
 
   It seemed like hours before the waves subsided, but it still didn’t feel long enough. All I could do was lie there panting, though just because the power was gone didn’t mean I couldn’t still feel it. And nothing compared.
 
   My eyes were closed, but Taylor’s hand left me and I felt her drop into the bed at my side. I cracked one eye to look at her, and couldn’t help but smile that she had her head propped with her elbow, just watching me with a happy smirk. I could hardly move yet, but I managed to lift a hand, affectionately tracing her jawline with my fingertips. She didn’t say anything, as it seemed she was perfectly content watching me until I recovered.
 
   “Taylor,” I started a minute later, letting out a deep, recuperated sigh. “Do you think you could, um-” I paused shyly, and I could feel my cheeks tint with a faint blush. “Do that again?”
 
   She grinned instantly, already adjusting herself to give me more. “Absolutely.”
 
    
 
   September 17
 
    
 
   There was a knock at the front door, so I left my cup of coffee on the kitchen table and went to open it, Taz nipping at my heels the whole way. I grinned when I opened it to Justin, who gave me a tired smile in return. My mother was holding him in her arms, and after I opened the door wider she made her way in to lay him on the couch.
 
   I didn’t particularly feel like talking to my mom, but Justin didn’t look very happy. “What’s the matter with him?”
 
   “Growing pains. I swear he grows an inch a week,” she told me, heading back to the front door. “I gave him some children’s medicine, it should kick in soon.” When she reached the entrance she turned back toward me. “He refused to eat more than a few bites of his breakfast. Make sure he gets a good lunch?” I just nodded, not really sure what to say. “Thanks.”
 
   I closed the door behind her, then strode to the couch and sat next to Justin, who’d sprawled out on his stomach. Taz had come over and propped his front paws on the edge of the couch to try and lick Justin’s face.
 
   The small blond giggled, gently pushing the puppy off the couch. “Stop it, Taz.”
 
   “What’s wrong, bud? You’re not feeling good?” I asked, rubbing his back affectionately.
 
   He rolled to look at me, giving a heavy sigh. “My bones hurt.”
 
   Growing pains weren’t the worst thing in the world, but I still hated to see him in such a sad state. “You didn’t want to stay home today?”
 
   He shook his head, searching around the living room. “Where’s Tayloh?”
 
   “She’s at the hockey rink already,” I told him. “Did you still want to go?”
 
   “Yeah,” he said hastily, pushing himself up like he thought I wouldn’t let him skate. Maybe my mom had told him to take it easy today. “Come on, let’s go.” He slid off the couch, and grabbed my hand to pull me toward the door.
 
   It was clear by his slow movements on his way to the car that Justin was still in pain. However, when we pulled up to the rink not long after, either the medicine had kicked in or he was really excited, because he beat me in. By the time I got through the entrance he was already at the front desk, on his tiptoes attempting to see Taylor at the computer on the other side. After coming around and picking him up with one arm, Taylor strode to me, relieving me of the smaller of the two hockey bags I was carrying with her other arm.
 
   “Hey.” She pecked me on the cheek before turning to lead us toward the back rink.
 
   I smiled hello and then nodded my head toward Justin. “He asked for you the second he got to the house.”
 
   “You did?” Taylor asked him, laughing when he grabbed her face between his hands and moved it up and down, nodding it for him.
 
   “He wasn’t feeling too good though,” I told her, and as we reached the back rink I dropped my hockey bag on the floor by the door. “So we might take it easy today.”
 
   “No, I’m fine!” Justin protested when Taylor set him down, putting his hands on his hips and squinting up at me.
 
   I tried not to laugh too hard at the face he was making, but if we were here all day the medicine my mom gave him was bound to wear off. “Alright, but if you start hurting again just let me know, okay?” He nodded and plopped onto the floor to tug off his shoes. Then at the questioning look from Taylor I said, “growing pains.”
 
   She raised an eyebrow like that sounded strange to her, but didn’t say anything as she knelt down to tie Justin’s skates for him, and I sat next to them to start pulling on my own. Once Taylor was done with Justin’s she helped him up, threw a puck onto the rink so he could start skating, and then sat back down next to me. She took off one of her shoes, kissed me on the cheek, took off the other one, and then pecked me again. When she kissed me a third time after putting on her first skate, I couldn’t help but giggle, and turned my head away shyly.
 
   “Did you miss me or something?” I teased, finishing up tying my last skate.
 
   “Maybe.” She grinned, and when she tried to get me on the cheek again I caught her lips with my own. I would’ve kissed her for a while if it weren’t for Mitch catching a glimpse of us on his way to the offices and clearing his throat.
 
   “He’s never going to like me, is he?” I asked with a half-amused chuckle.
 
   “He likes you,” Taylor assured me, and began to tie the laces of her second skate. “He’s just jealous because he could never get me to willingly leave the rink, and now I spend almost all my time at your place.”
 
   I was going to respond, but then there was the clatter of a stick falling on the rink. Taylor leaned her head over to look through the door. “Are you sure he’s okay?”
 
   I leaned over her to follow her gaze toward Justin, who was already tired and leaning against the boards by the net to rest. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “My mom said he didn’t eat much breakfast, he probably just needs fuel.”
 
   She continued to watch him for a few moments like she was considering what I said. “Okay.” Then she pushed herself up, offering her hands to help me stand too.
 
   We coasted onto the rink, and when Justin saw us coming he worked himself to his feet. He took a swing at the hockey puck near his wheels, successfully passing it to Taylor and causing her to give a proud grin. I knew they were both excited about how fast he’d picked up the sport, and Justin had already said he wanted to play in the kid’s league soon.
 
   Skating around while Justin and I played keep away from Taylor, it was only about fifteen minutes before he was panting tiredly. He didn’t seem completely exhausted, because even after he plopped down in the middle of the rink he continued to swipe at the puck while Taylor cruised around him with it, but he definitely needed to catch his breath.
 
   “Are you getting hungry yet?” I asked, sitting beside him and playfully jabbing at the puck too when Taylor went by.
 
   He looked up at me through the cage of his helmet, and his big blue eyes looked thoughtful for a moment before he shook his head and began to stand up again, even though he was obviously still winded. He must have thought that if he acted too tired then I wouldn’t let him skate, and he was going to try and tough it out. It was cute that he was trying so hard, so with a chuckle I got up too so we could start skating again.
 
   He pushed as fast as his little legs would carry him over to Taylor, and after wrestling the puck away from her he started for the net. Taylor gently tapped his stick a couple times, acting like she was going to steal it from him, and every time she did he let out a shrieking giggle. When he got close enough he pulled his stick back, winding up, and then sent it flying at the puck. I was actually impressed with how much air he managed to get, even if he completely missed the goal.
 
   Justin followed after the puck as it rolled behind the net, and I stopped in front of it as Taylor chased after him. “Right here!” I called, tapping my stick for a pass.
 
   Justin laughed relentlessly while Taylor continued to act like she was trying to get it from him, and after shifting to the left and then the right, like he was faking her out, he made a pass to me. I received it and shot immediately, because Taylor had already turned and I knew she wouldn’t take it as easy on me as she did on him. The puck sailed into the net, and Justin threw his hands up excitedly at the goal. He didn’t waste a second in chasing after Taylor once she scooped it out and started for center rink.
 
   We scrimmaged and messed around for another twenty minutes before I could tell Justin was struggling to catch his breath. It was still pretty early, but if he hadn’t eaten breakfast then I knew he’d need food if we were to keep playing.
 
   I let him take one last shot at the net, and even that seemed difficult. “Alright, come on,” I said, waving for him to follow me as I started for the door of the rink. “Let’s get some food now.”
 
   Taylor playfully poked me with her stick as she cruised by with the puck, taking it off the rink so she could put it in her hockey bag.
 
   “Joh-din.”
 
   I heard Justin’s voice, and normally I’d have kept skating because kids always protested when they wanted to do something else. But him saying my name had sounded more like a question, so I turned. He kept skating forward to get closer to me, but he was teetering, and it looked like he was on the verge of falling over. When he finally got about two feet away he stopped to look up at me, and that’s when I noticed all the color was gone from his face. He opened his mouth and took a breath to tell me something, but before he could his eyes fluttered closed, and he collapsed with a thud.
 
   “Taylor!” I hollered, rushing forward to the fallen toddler and kneeling beside him.
 
   Taylor was at my side in an instant. “He passed out?” she asked. I nodded, throwing off my gloves and pulling at the straps that buckled his helmet. She pushed herself up, calling back to me as she hurried off the rink, “I’m calling an ambulance.”
 
   That made my heart drop, because if she was calling an ambulance then it meant she thought this was serious. That it wasn’t just a kid passing out because he didn’t get a big enough breakfast.
 
   “Justin.” I frantically tugged off his helmet. It couldn’t be that serious. “Justin,” I said his name again, running my hands over his cold, sweaty face, trying to revive him. God, please don’t let it be that serious.
 
   Justin groaned and moved an arm a little like he was trying to lift it, but his eyes remained closed and his face was still pale. Through my panic, I somehow managed to think I should take my skates off, that way I could go in the ambulance with him. First, I pulled the rest of his gear off in record time, throwing his gloves, elbow pads, shin guards, and skates next to my own stuff. I undid my laces in such haste I felt them burn against my fingers, and I didn’t bother tossing the skates away gently once I removed them. Then I scooped Justin into my arms and stood, nearly sprinting off the rink toward the front desk and not caring if I didn’t have any shoes on.
 
   “Joh-din.” Justin’s eyes opened to a tiny slit, and his voice came out a half-coherent mumble.
 
   Taylor was already on her way back to the last rink, so she met us halfway and turned as I hurried past her. “He still unconscious?”
 
   “He’s waking up,” I told her, and when we got through the front doors I almost growled in frustration that the ambulance hadn’t arrived yet. But I refrained, knowing Taylor had only just called, and because I could already hear the sirens in the distance.
 
   “Joh-din,” Justin said weakly again, but this time he opened his eyes fully to look up at me, shifting in my arms so he could wrap his own around my neck.
 
   “Hey.” I pulled back to smile at him, and my panic was subsiding now that some color was finally returning to his face. Seeing as he was recovering, I asked Taylor, “think we still need the ambulance?”
 
   Her eyes stayed on Justin for a while, like she was thinking about it. Though, her face was almost as pale as his had been moments ago, and I wondered if she’d been more frightened than I had. She shrugged and sat down to start taking her skates off. “Couldn’t hurt.”
 
   She was still removing her gear when the ambulance pulled up. “Right here,” I called to the first medic that jumped out of the vehicle, and walked over with Justin in my arms. “He’s doing better now, but he fainted.”
 
   The EMT nodded while he and another guy pulled out the gurney, then motioned for me to set Justin on it. “Did he hit his head or sustain any other injuries?”
 
   I watched, and even though the frightening part of the situation was over, I felt almost helpless as they began to examine him and take his blood pressure. “I don’t think so. He was wearing a helmet.”
 
   “What’s your name?” the second guy asked Justin nicely as he leaned over him, shining a penlight into his eyes.
 
   “Justin,” the toddler answered quietly, and when he tried to rise the medic put a hand on his chest.
 
   “I need you to lie down for me, okay?” he asked, obviously trying to be as un-intimidating as possible.
 
   Justin still seemed frightened, and his voice sounded panicked. “Joh-din?”
 
   “I’m right here,” I told him, rushing to his side so he wouldn’t be afraid. Then I gave a grateful smile to Taylor, who’d come up next to me and put a comforting hand on my back.
 
   The EMTs seemed to relax after examining Justin and seeing that he’d recovered from the spell, so a third one who’d gotten out of the driver’s seat tried to be playful. “You want to go for a fun ambulance ride?”
 
   Justin looked at me unsurely, and when I nodded he gave the man a timid smile. “With the siren?”
 
   The guy agreed, and they loaded Justin up into the back. After they got the gurney in, the second one acknowledged me again. “Are you his mom?”
 
   “Sister,” I corrected.
 
   He nodded, glancing between Taylor and I. “One of you can come, the other’s going to have to meet us at the hospital.”
 
   I turned to Taylor then, and put my hands on her face to break her gaze from the ambulance, because she’d been staring at it wide-eyed. It took her another moment to take her eyes away before she seemed to snap out of it.
 
   “I’ll meet you there,” she said softly, and the tiniest of smiles turned one corner of her lips when I pecked her on the cheek.
 
   I hopped up into the back of the ambulance, and once the EMT closed the door we started for the hospital. Justin grinned at me when the siren came on, and the fact that he appeared to be feeling better put me somewhat at ease.
 
   A couple minutes into the ride Justin lifted his head to look at me. “Joh-din, it hurts.”
 
   Before I could respond, the medic sitting beside me leaned over. “What hurts?”
 
   “My bones.”
 
   “Growing pains,” I clarified, that way the man wouldn’t think Justin had broken anything. He still picked up a pen to make a note on the clipboard in his lap.
 
   It didn’t take long for us to get to the hospital. After they unloaded the gurney I followed them in, surprised by how calm it all was, seeing as whenever someone was wheeled into the ER on TV there was a rush of doctors. I even half expected to be ushered away, but they let me follow all the way to a section of the emergency room, where a doctor walked in and closed the curtain surrounding our area.
 
   She picked up the clipboard the EMTs had brought in, and after reading it over she sat in a stool and scooted to Justin’s side. “What happened, big man?” she asked pleasantly.
 
   “I got sick,” he told her, watching curiously while she repeated the examination the medics had done and wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his little arm.
 
   She nodded and went quiet for another minute, concentrating on what she was doing. “You’re the sister?” she asked me, standing and making her way to me. I nodded. “I’m Dr. Matheny.”
 
   “Jordan,” I said, taking the hand she extended to me.
 
   She leaned against the railing of Justin’s bed. “What happened?”
 
   “We were playing hockey,” I explained, “and he’d been tiring out really fast, then he fainted.” Because I thought it’s what caused the fainting, I also added, “my mom said he didn’t eat breakfast.”
 
   “Mhm.” Dr. Matheny chewed the inside of her lip thoughtfully, and turned back to Justin. “How come you didn’t eat breakfast?” she asked him, gently pressing her fingers to the side of his neck, and again under his arms.
 
   “I wasn’t hungry.” Justin shrugged, and his eyes lit up when the curtain opened just enough for Taylor to slip in. “Hi, Tayloh!”
 
   “Hey.” She waved hello at him, and then passed me the shoes in her hand. “I brought these for you.” I smiled gratefully and sat down in one of the two chairs beside the bed to put them on.
 
   “Hello.” The doctor extended a friendly hand to Taylor. “Dr. Matheny.”
 
   “Taylor.” Taylor introduced herself, shaking the doctor’s hand and then falling into the chair beside me.
 
   “Are you hungry now?” the doctor asked, returning her attention to Justin. He shook his head, and she moved her hands to his abdomen. Every moment she looked him over I grew more and more nervous, wondering just what she was looking for. Wondering if she didn’t think it was just a lack of food that caused him to pass out. “Does this hurt?” She pressed her fingers a bit deeper into Justin’s stomach.
 
   “A little,” he said.
 
   She pulled her hands away and put both of them in her pockets. “But your bones hurt more?” Justin nodded, and she looked at me. “Are you his guardian?”
 
   “No, my parents,” I told her, and my heart skipped at the mention of them, hoping they wouldn’t be mad that I hadn’t called yet.
 
   “Why don’t you give them a call and have them come down,” she suggested. “There’s a couple tests I want to run, and I need them to give consent for those.”
 
   “What kind of tests?” I swallowed past the slight lump in my throat. It couldn’t be a good sign if they wanted to run tests.
 
   “I want to start with an easy blood test,” she said simply, clearly trying not to freak me out. “To make sure he’s healthy, and maybe just shouldn’t skip breakfast next time.” I nodded, not really sure what to say. “I’ll have one of the nurses let me know when your parents get here. See you in a bit.” With that, she left.
 
   I sat there for a few moments, nervous to call and tell them we were at the hospital. When I finally worked up the guts, I punched in the number on my cell phone. My mother was borderline frantic, and demanded to talk to Justin to make sure he was really okay. After I handed the phone to him I sat back down next to Taylor, for the first time realizing how silent she’d been. Actually, she looked like she was going to be sick. She was bent over with her elbows on her knees, and her head was down. Her face was nearly colorless, and except for the nervous tapping of one foot against the ground, she was completely frigid.
 
   I wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders, thinking maybe she was in this state because she hated hospitals. That made the most sense to me because of everything she’d been through with her family.
 
   “Hey, you don’t have to wait with me if you don’t want to be here,” I told her in the gentlest voice I could, trying to let her know that it really would’ve been fine if she wanted to leave.
 
   “I’ll stay.” She didn’t even look up at me when she spoke. Not a single part of her moved but her lips.
 
   I didn’t know what to say to her, especially since her eyes were hidden beneath the bill of her hat and I couldn’t tell how she was really feeling. So I slipped my hand between both of hers, which were folded between her knees, and we sat there silently until my parents arrived. It took them about twenty minutes, but my mom was the first one through the curtain, and she went straight for the bed. After she checked Justin over she looked at me. Her eyes lingered on me for a bit like she was trying to think of something to say, but it seemed she didn’t know either, so instead she sat down on the stool the doctor had used.
 
   Doctor Matheny returned, got authorized to take a blood sample from Justin, and then left with the vial to get it tested. After that it was so quiet between all of us, even Justin, that if not for the soft voices, machine beeps, and sick coughs from the hospital around us it would have been completely silent. Surprisingly, my mother was the first to break.
 
   “Did you have fun skating with Jordan?” she asked Justin.
 
   He nodded, wiggling to adjust the pillow behind his back now that he was sitting up. “Can we skate more after we leave here?” he asked hopefully. I couldn’t help but smile that after all this, he still wanted to play more hockey.
 
   “We’ll see,” our mom told him, and swiveled the chair so she was facing me. “How’s Taz?”
 
   “He’s good,” I answered, somewhat awkwardly since I still wasn’t gung-ho about interacting with her. But since we were stuck here together I figured I should give more of a response. “It’s crazy how fast he’s growing.”
 
   “Young ones grow fast,” she agreed with a nervous chuckle. “Taylor, are you feeling alright?”
 
   I tried to hide my shock at the fact that my mother was voluntarily talking to Taylor, seeing as she hadn’t so much as glanced Taylor’s way since they arrived. Taylor seemed surprised too, because she looked up for the first time since she’d sat down.
 
   “I’m okay.” She gave a small smile as she leaned back, and she set my hand that she’d been holding on her thigh so she could place hers on top of it. She still didn’t look good, but she didn’t appear to want too much attention for it.
 
   More time passed quietly until the doctor came back with the blood sample results. She strolled into the room with a piece of paper in her hands, all eyes on her. “The test showed that Justin’s red blood cell count is low, which means he’s anemic.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound too bad,” my mom said quietly, mostly to herself and sounding a little relieved.
 
   “Anemia isn’t too serious,” Doctor Matheny agreed. “But his white cell count is abnormally high. Now, these could be symptoms for something else a little more serious, and I wouldn’t feel comfortable sending you guys home without doing a couple more tests.”
 
   “What other tests?” My dad spoke for the first time, and his voice seemed to mirror the worry I could see building in my mother’s eyes.
 
   “I’d like to do a bone marrow aspiration and biopsy, we’ll take a sample from the pelvic bone, and also a spinal tap,” the doctor told them.
 
   Taylor leaned forward again, hiding her eyes behind the bill of her hat, and I found myself worried at the doctor’s words too. I didn’t even want to begin thinking about what they could be looking for with those kinds of tests. My parents seemed just as afraid of asking the doctor as I was to think about it, so both of them simply nodded.
 
   The doctor promised she’d rush the results, but since we’d be at the hospital for a while longer she had all of us moved out of the ER and to an actual room on another floor. Once we got there, a specialist came in to get the bone and spinal samples that the doctor wanted. He started by giving Justin a sedative, but even with that, I could tell the toddler was on edge. It’d been one thing to draw blood, which he wasn’t too happy about, but once they had him put on a hospital gown he knew things were getting serious.
 
   Then the specialist pulled out the first needle – a thick, four-inch long piece of metal that made Justin scream at the mere sight of it. My mom tried to tell him it wouldn’t hurt much because of the medicine they gave him, but he didn’t believe it. They tried for a few minutes to calm him down, and when that didn’t work they tried to hold him down, but he was kicking and bucking and the tears that were streaming down his cheeks made some well up in my own eyes. I was still holding Taylor’s hand, and she was clearly trying mentally to be somewhere else, but when Justin’s screaming caused me to squeeze it, she finally stirred.
 
   She stood, looking angry that they couldn’t get him to relax. “Stop.” She dragged a chair to Justin’s bedside and snatched a pen out of the doctor’s coat pocket. “Hey, Justin, you want to give me a tattoo?”
 
   My mother looked like she was about to protest the halt in progress, but refrained when Justin’s screaming ceased. He took rapid, sobbing breaths to calm himself, but even though the idea comforted him, he saw right through it. “I don’t want a shot,” he cried, fresh tears falling from his eyes.
 
   “I know, buddy,” Taylor said sympathetically, and everyone held their breath to see if she could get him to comply. “But they have to make sure you’re not sick. If you want to skate with me again, we have to make sure you’re healthy. You want to keep playing hockey, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah,” Justin told her, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand, and I was relieved that he’d stopped crying.
 
   “Then we have to let the doctor do this real quick.” She held the pen out for him, and set her un-inked left arm on the bed next to him. “But you can give me a tattoo so you don’t have to think about it. Don’t think about the shot, okay?”
 
   Justin sniffled a bit as he eyed the needle, but took the pen from Taylor and pulled off the cap. “Okay.”
 
   Taylor nodded to the doctor who, once Justin had started drawing on her arm, cleaned the area he was going to take the bone sample from. Justin winced when the doctor took not one, but two samples from the same spot, and Taylor combed her fingers through his blond hair as she tried to offer more comfort than just letting him draw on her. She did the same thing when Justin was turned on his side so the specialist could do the spinal tap, and even went so far as to kiss him on the forehead when he whimpered, eyes once again watering with tears.
 
   “You did so good,” she praised when the doctor nodded that he was done, and we all watched while he left the room.
 
   “Thank you, Taylor,” my mom said, genuinely grateful when Taylor stood to move her chair back beside mine.
 
   She just nodded and collapsed into her seat, seemingly exhausted with being in the hospital. It was clear that being here was harder on her than it was on me. Justin looked exhausted too, lying on the bed face down. From where I was I could see his eyes were closed, and I hoped he was going to take a much-deserved nap.
 
   It felt like hours that we all sat there in the stillness, each of us worried about just what the doctors would find. It may very well have been hours that we waited, but eventually Dr. Matheny came in. She opened the door slowly, and closed it with her back turned to us, even slower than she’d opened it so it wouldn’t make any sound. Then she faced us, her mouth set in a grim line and clearly having to force herself to make eye contact. I didn’t like how she looked – like this was the worst part of her job.
 
   “We got the results back,” she started, her voice soft and careful. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” We all just stared at her. Afraid to speak. Afraid to ask what the bad news was. So she continued, “Justin has something called Acute Lymphocytic Leukemia, which is a cancer of the bone marrow.”
 
   My heart fell. It dropped right out of my chest and kept falling, where I wasn’t sure I’d ever find it again. I didn’t hear the rest of what the doctor was saying. Didn’t know what kind of reaction Taylor had. There was a ringing in my ears, and a building sickness in my stomach. If I weren’t so shocked, weren’t stunned frozen, I probably would have thrown up. But I couldn’t move, and when I started getting lightheaded I realized I couldn’t even breathe. I had to force myself to suck in air past the crippling constricting in my chest.
 
   “The pediatric oncologist is on his way down to talk to you guys about your options.” Dr. Matheny’s voice was so distant, but it was drawing nearer as my immediate shock wore off. “I’ll leave you guys alone until he gets here. I’m terribly sorry.” Then she was gone.
 
   It felt like another few hours of heartbroken silence. Justin was still sleeping, completely unaware he was even seriously sick.
 
   “Jordan.” I could barely hear my dad’s voice I was still so out of it. But as I focused on him I could tell it wasn’t just me, his voice was no more than a whisper. I wasn’t the only one taking it hard. “Jordan,” he said again, now that he had my attention. “Why don’t you and Taylor take off? Your mom and I got it from here.” I hesitated, staring up at him and not sure if I could even go if I wanted to. “We’ll call you as soon as we leave and tell you everything.”
 
   I continued to stare at him for a minute, absorbing his words through my completely shot senses and emotions. “You’ll call?” I asked, the tone of my voice pleading.
 
   “I promise,” he said.
 
   It took forever for me to stand, but everything was such a blur now it may have been less than a second. Next thing I knew Taylor and I were already in the parking lot, making our way to her car. It was almost completely dark outside already, and I was shocked to realize that we had been at the hospital for hours.
 
   Taylor had my hand in hers while we walked, her grip was loose and her shoulders were slumped. I could hardly even feel her next to me. She hadn’t been much of a presence the entire time, and as we reached the car, it registered why. Why she’d wanted to call an ambulance. Why she’d been so mute, and so pale. So frightened.
 
   “You knew,” I said quietly. She’d been adjusting the keys in her other hand to unlock the car, but she stopped to turn and look at me. She didn’t say a single thing. “You knew?” I repeated, louder this time. I wrenched my hand from hers, and I couldn’t discern if it was panic or fury or anguish, but there was a horrible feeling in my gut. “You knew all day?”
 
   It was obvious she didn’t know what to say, so she reached for me, but I pushed her hand away and shook my head. “No.” I backed away a little when she reached for me again. “You were sitting there all day and you knew!”
 
   “Jordan.” She got closer again, trying to hug me to calm me down, her eyes filling with tears.
 
   “No.” My voice was rising as I begged, and reluctant to push her I backed up again. “You knew this whole time and you didn’t say anything!”
 
   “I didn’t know,” she said softly, still trying to pull me to her. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?” I was yelling now, stepping away from her every time she got close. I didn’t want her hugging me. Not when I knew I was reacting wrong and couldn’t stop it anyway. Not when I felt angry and confused. “You knew and you didn’t tell me! Why didn’t you tell me!”
 
   “I didn’t want to scare you.” She stopped and just stood there, and when her eyes met mine the first tear cascaded down her cheek.
 
   I couldn’t hold it together once I saw that. “I am scared!” I shouted. I had to shout now to say anything past the sobbing lump in my throat. But the floodgate broke and I rushed forward, finally letting her hold me as I threw myself into her arms. “Taylor, I’m so scared.”
 
   She wrapped me in a hug, and I felt her chest rise and fall with a couple teary sniffles. She was quiet for a little, letting me cry into her shoulder while I kept repeating how scared I was.
 
   There was another sniffle, and her voice sounded frail against my ear, “I’m scared too.”
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   September 20
 
    
 
   I sat in a chair inside Justin’s hospital suite, watching Jamie in another one across the room. She was cringing, though I knew it was more out of fear than pain. Today we were both getting blood drawn to see if we were potential bone marrow donors. I’d already had my samples taken and it wasn’t a problem at all, but Jamie had always been afraid of needles. I was outright laughing at how frightened she looked, but Taylor, who was sitting on the other side of me, was nice enough only to smile.
 
   The doctors had started Justin’s treatment the very day we brought him in. During this part of it, they’d explained, it was much easier for him to get sick, so he had to stay in the hospital the whole time. Justin had always been the kid with more energy than he could spend, and even though he looked constantly tired from all the medications they were giving him, he still already seemed bored. There was a TV in the room, and so far Taylor and I had been coming every day to visit, but it was obvious we might have to start bringing games.
 
   “Okay,” the doctor said, taping a cotton ball over Jamie’s arm. “All set.”
 
   Once he left with both of our blood samples, Jamie stood and smoothed the front of her business skirt. “Alright, I have to leave for work.” She gave Justin a kiss on the forehead, hugged my mother, who was sitting in the other chair next to mine, and then said bye to Taylor and I. “See you.”
 
   It was hardly a few seconds after Jamie left that a nurse came in with a tray of breakfast and a small cup of pills. When she set the tray down on Justin’s lap I craned my neck to see the kind of food they were giving him. Despite the horrors I’d heard about hospital food, it didn’t look too bad, and it definitely smelled good. They probably wouldn’t have had too difficult a time getting me to eat any of it. The difficult things for me would be all the pills. There were at least three, and two of them were the size of a quarter. The kid was definitely a trooper.
 
   So was Taylor. It had only been a few days, but I could tell that being around the hospital so much was already taking a toll on her. Aside from being tense whenever we were visiting, she’d been quieter than normal at home too. Without trying to get our hopes up, the doctors had said that Justin’s prognosis was good, so we all tried to stay positive. But it was still obvious that Taylor was terrified of losing him. What scared me the most was that I thought if Justin didn’t make it through, then I might lose both of them. I just tried really hard not to think about it, not to think that it could ever really happen.
 
   Taylor was watching Justin eat his breakfast with that worried look on her face, so I picked up her hand and brought it to my lips. The action got her attention, and her mouth curved into a smile as she tore her gaze from the toddler. She leaned over like she was going to kiss me on the cheek, but stopped with her lips barely brushing against my skin, teasingly hesitating to do it. It tickled terribly, so with a giggle I pressed my cheek against her lips, stealing the peck. It occurred to me that my mother was still sitting with us, and I half expected her to make a comment about the exchange. Only, she didn’t say a thing, and when I inconspicuously glanced at her out of the corner of my eye I thought I could make out the tiny hint of a smile.
 
   All three of us sat there, letting Justin eat for a few minutes before he finished. When my mom took the empty tray from him he immediately looked at Taylor and I.
 
   “Want to play cards?” he asked. He always looked happier after he had his medicine and some food. Without the pills, you could see just how tired and sick the chemotherapy was already making him.
 
   “You have cards?” I asked him, searching the table beside his bed.
 
   “Cameron brought him some,” my mom supplied, reaching into her purse and pulling out the deck.
 
   I smiled gratefully and took the cards from her, and Taylor and I scooted right up next to the bed, me moving across to the opposite side as Taylor. “How about Go Fish?” I suggested, to which Justin and Taylor nodded. “Justin,” I said, pulling the cards out of the box and beginning to deal them. “You want to know what Taz did last night?” He nodded excitedly. “He learned how to howl when Taylor was trying to talk to me.” I snickered at the memory. “Every time she tried to talk, Taz started howling.”
 
   He covered his mouth with his hands and giggled. Then he asked, “like this?” and made a howling noise.
 
   I couldn’t keep from chuckling, but I shook my head. “No, like this,” I said, and I made my own sound, like Justin’s only higher pitched and with a little yipping.
 
   “It wasn’t like–” Taylor started to disagree with my representation, but I cut her off with another howl, like Taz had the night before. Justin shrieked happily, and Taylor turned to him for help. “Justin, will you tell Jor–” He cut her off too. I snorted with laughter, and Justin’s howling was stopped short by his own hysterical giggling.
 
   Taylor rolled her eyes and began to organize the cards in her hand, but even she couldn’t hide the amused smirk on her face. Hell, I even heard my mother chuckle a bit. It took a minute for both mine and Justin’s laughter to subside, but when it did I held my cards up to look at them for the first time. I was about to start organizing when Taylor reached across the bed and tapped me, nodding toward my mom and then looking down at the cards in her hand.
 
   She thought I should ask my mother to play with us. I wasn’t particularly keen on the idea, seeing as I still didn’t even know what to say to the woman. But I knew she was always here with Justin, even when Taylor and I weren’t, and even by herself when my father and everyone else had to be at work. Surely she could use a little company, even if neither of us was crazy about it.
 
   “Mom.” I glanced past Taylor to her. “Do you want to play with us?”
 
   She looked at me, and then at the pile of leftover cards sitting neatly on the surface of Justin’s bed. She thought about it for a few seconds before standing. “Okay,” she said, dragging her chair to the opposite side of the bed and sitting down again beside me. “How do I play?” she asked, taking the handful of cards I was giving her.
 
   “You don’t know how to play Go Fish?” I asked in shock. My mom blushed just slightly, shaking her head with an embarrassed smile. I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “You’re the one who taught me how to play, when I was like five.” She looked sideways at me with a shy, helpless expression. “The game where you make pairs, and ask one of us for something you only have one of?”
 
   She thought about it for a minute. “Oh yes, I remember.” She gave an accomplished grin, and immediately began organizing the cards in her hand and setting aside the pairs.
 
   I laughed again and studied the cards in my hand. “I’ll start I guess,” I said, thinking about who I wanted to ask and for what. There was a quiet sniffle, but in my thoughtfulness I didn’t notice it. “Justin, do you have a-” There was another sniffle, and this time the repetition of it caught my attention.
 
   I looked at Taylor to find she was staring awkwardly at my mother. When I glanced beside me, my mom had her head down, and with the next sniffle her shoulders shook. She was crying, that much was clear, but she’d been smiling a second ago, and I couldn’t begin to comprehend the rapid shift in mood. My eyes met Taylor’s again, to see if maybe I’d said something wrong, but Taylor shrugged, appearing as confused as I felt. Even Justin was leaning forward curiously, trying to see our mom’s eyes.
 
   “Hey,” I said, “it’s okay if you forgot how to play. We don’t mind…”
 
   She looked up, and wiped a tear from her cheek, only to have it replaced by another. “It’s not the game,” she choked. It was like us noticing she was crying only made it worse, because then she sobbed, throwing her arms around my shoulders.
 
   My eyes widened, and I stiffened under the embrace. I looked at Taylor to see her reaction, or maybe to see if she’d help me out of this, but she was just looking back at me, eyebrows furrowed in stupor. I’d never been more uncomfortable in my entire life, but I couldn’t push her away. The woman was crying for God’s sake. I didn’t know what to do either. My body remained frigid, but I managed to raise a hand and pat her on the back, still confused as to why she was crying in the first place. She seemed to be holding it together so well the past few days.
 
   “It’s okay,” I mumbled, patting her again and trying to be as comforting as I could for how claustrophobic I was beginning to feel.
 
   “Mommy?” Justin leaned forward a little more. “Mom, why are you crying?”
 
   Justin’s voice seemed to snap her out of it a bit, and she pulled away from me to wipe the tears from her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she apologized, reaching into the purse on her lap and pulling out a tissue. “It’s just that,” she paused to blot under her eyes with it. “I just don’t know how to ask you.”
 
   Now my face scrunched in bewilderment. “Ask me what?” I was starting to get concerned.
 
   “It’s about the, um,” she glanced at Justin, sniffling again before continuing unsurely, “the financial situation.”
 
   “For his treatment?” I asked, following her gaze to the small toddler. Was she afraid to ask me for money? “What’s the matter?”
 
   She took a deep breath, calming herself and wiping away the final tears as she regained composure. Then she passed an apologetic and embarrassed smile over to Taylor. “Our insurance caps out at seventy-five. The family has been so kind about already giving us help, but Jamie and Cameron just bought a house, and your grandmother is living off her retirement, your aunts and uncles have kids in college. We just can’t suck them dry, it wouldn’t be right.” She was blushing again, and I could tell she was ashamed by the way she wouldn’t look me in the eyes, but I didn’t want her to feel that way. I’d do whatever I could without hesitation.
 
   “How much will be left after that?” I asked. I’d never been a good saver, but ever since I’d started taking care of the rink’s money, I’d been making enough to save more.
 
   My mother’s eyes met mine, and she looked down again before almost whispering, “thirty-four.”
 
   “We are talking hundreds here, right?” I asked hopefully, knowing all I had in the bank was about five grand. She shook her head. “Thousands? Thirty-four thousand?” A timid nod, and I slumped back in my seat. “Jesus.”
 
   “Then there are expensive checkups a few times every year. And that’s only if he goes into remission after the first round. If he needs another round…” My mother’s voice trailed off. She didn’t need to finish.
 
   I was staring at my feet in shock, but out of the corner of my eye I could see Taylor stand. When I looked up at her she gave a small smile.
 
   “I’m going to,” she tossed a thumb toward the door, knowing I could read her face. She was uncomfortable with the direction this had gone, and I couldn’t blame her. This was a conversation she wasn’t sure she should be a part of. What could she say anyway? Frankly, I was surprised my mother even brought it up while Taylor was around. “I’ll come over to the house when I get off work tonight.” When I nodded she strode to where I was and leaned over to peck me on the lips. “Bye, Justin,” she said after she kissed me, ruffling the toddler’s hair, and stopped at the door. “Bye, Mrs. Marshall.”
 
   “See you, Taylor.” My mom gave a smile in parting, and then slumped back in her chair like I still was.
 
   We were both quiet for a minute before I shook my head with complaint. “That’s not even right.” She nodded in agreement. “I have some saved up,” I started, leaving out the word ‘money’ because I got the feeling she didn’t really want Justin to even remotely understand what we were talking about. “You guys can have all of it. I’ll go to the bank first thing tomorrow and see if they’ll give me a loan.”
 
   I knew they wouldn’t give me anything more than ten thousand, and that might be pushing it. I didn’t have an ounce of credit to my name. The car I had I paid cash for, and I’d never owned a credit card. Growing up my parents were always in debt, and it effectively made me terrified of buying anything I couldn’t pay for right away. All I had was my debit card.
 
   “Don’t dig yourself a hole or anything,” my mother said. But she was being modest. Even if I could, this was something worth digging a hole for, and we both knew it. “We’ll find a way.”
 
   I nodded understandingly, unsure of what else to say. I reached over and picked up the cards Taylor had set on the bed when she left. “Go Fish?” I asked Justin, mixing Taylor’s cards into the rest of the deck.
 
   “Yeah!” He threw his hands up, happy that we could finally do something fun.
 
   I glanced over at my mom. “Go Fish?”
 
   “Go Fish,” she agreed.
 
    
 
   September 24
 
    
 
   “Jamie!” I shouted toward the upstairs of the house when I heard the front door open. “I’m leaving. Say hi to Justin for me.” Her and Cameron were about to leave for the hospital to spend the day with Justin and our parents.
 
   She came out of her bedroom as I reached Taylor, who’d just walked in. “Okay, bye.”
 
   I waved and picked up my hockey gear, which I’d already set nearby so I could leave as soon as Taylor arrived. She took my stick from me so I’d have one less thing to carry, and we made our way to her car. There was finally another tournament this weekend, and I was surprised at how excited I was for it. It had hardly been a week since we took Justin to the hospital, but I hadn’t skated since then, and I was dying to put my gear on. Not to mention it would be a good release. Everyone, including myself, had been understandably gloomy lately, and I knew Taylor was looking forward to playing as much as I was.
 
   This was supposed to be one of the biggest tournaments of the year. Even though it was still about an hour and a half away, I was just glad that it wasn’t in another state altogether. If both Taylor and I were gone for a tournament, it would’ve meant Jamie and Cameron had to watch Taz, and he wasn’t housebroken well enough to be left with them. It also would’ve meant we’d have to take time away from our regular visits with Justin, which, at this point, I wasn’t sure either of us were ready for yet.
 
   “You ready to get your ass kicked today?” I asked Taylor as we both got into the car.
 
   She laughed, unmistakably glad for the revival of banter. “You think you’re good enough to beat me now, huh?” Her eyes were absolutely glowing with excitement that she’d get to skate today, and it filled me with joy. No matter what was going on, it was always comforting knowing Taylor was happy. “You’re actually going to see our biggest rivals this weekend.”
 
   “You mean my team isn’t your worst nightmare?”
 
   “Only when Holly and Talia go at it,” Taylor chuckled, shaking her head. “It’s a British team, they only go to the last few tournaments of the year, but you’ll see. They work us hard. Mitch even left Doug in charge of the rink just so he could come watch.”
 
   I nodded, interested now to see the team Taylor was nervous about playing. They had to be really good to get this kind of reaction from her. “Are you playing them today?”
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded, “at four, I think you have a break then too. You going to watch?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Knowing the car ride would be a long one, I kicked off my tennis shoes. Once those were gone, I turned in my seat to relax and lean the back of my head against the window, and stretched my legs over the center console to put my feet in Taylor’s lap. She didn’t seem to notice at first, but the second I closed my eyes to snooze her finger ran delicately up my sole. I shrieked and pulled my foot away, almost kicking her in the face.
 
   “Hey!” I pointed a scolding finger at her, gradually replacing my foot to see if she’d do it once more. She was laughing, but she didn’t try it again.
 
   I didn’t really think I was going to fall asleep, but I was able to nap a bit. I woke up about an hour later because my cell phone was going off in my pocket. Taylor was exiting the freeway as I pulled it out, and I knew we were getting close to the rink.
 
   I checked the caller ID on the phone, turning the music down before I put it to my ear. “Hey, Jamie. What’s up?”
 
   “Hey,” she said, and I could hear Justin yell ‘hey, Jordan’ in the background. “Were you still trying to get a loan for some of Justin’s treatment.”
 
   “Yeah,” I answered, “but I haven’t had any luck yet.”
 
   “See, I told you she didn’t know. She said she’s still trying.” Jamie’s voice sounded far away, as she must’ve been talking to everyone in the hospital room. Then her voice was close again as she addressed me. “Mom said don’t worry about it anymore.”
 
   “What?” I asked in shock, wondering how they could’ve possibly come up with that much money in a matter of days when it sounded like they’d exhausted their resources. “Why?”
 
   “It’s been paid for,” Jamie told me.
 
   “Who paid for it?” I asked. The first people that came to mind were my Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Jim, but then Jamie told me, and my eyes went from staring blankly out the windshield to looking at Taylor. “Okay, thanks. Bye.” I hung up the phone, staring at Taylor for another minute in shock before I said anything. “Were you going to tell me?”
 
   She hadn’t looked at me the entire time, and it had to have been on purpose. She knew what Jamie was calling about. Now she glanced over – it appeared to find out if I was mad she didn’t tell me yet or not. I wasn’t. Not in the least.
 
   “I was trying to figure out how,” she answered, and added, “and when.”
 
   “How did you-” I stopped, not sure I wanted to hear the answer. It was too much. I could never ask Taylor for something like that. I wasn’t mad, but I wasn’t sure I was entirely okay with it.
 
   She answered the question anyway. “I had about twenty thousand saved up. Used fourteen of it and got a loan for the other twenty. I went to the bank right after I left the hospital that day. I was pretty sure I could get all they needed, but I didn’t want to say anything just in case.” She shrugged and adjusted the hat on her head uncomfortably. “I went back to hospital while you were at work, to give it to your mom.”
 
   Tears were stinging my eyes, and I was silent just in case I would actually start crying. I didn’t know what to say anyway. Didn’t know how I could ever repay her. After a minute of me not saying anything, Taylor looked over worriedly, and I gave a reassuring smile to let her know I wasn’t upset she did it without telling me.
 
   “You didn’t have to.”
 
   “Of course I did,” she said immediately. “And I’m going to tell you the same thing I told them, don’t thank me and don’t ever try to pay me back. I wouldn’t be able to sleep at night knowing I didn’t do everything I could.”
 
   I couldn’t even help it, I had to sniffle to clear the water from my sinuses. I was on the verge of crying. Taylor had always been sweet, always caring, but this was a kindness I could hardly comprehend. It was the most selfless thing I’d ever experienced, and I never would have expected it from anyone, even from her.
 
   “It didn’t have anything to do with,” I said, debating whether I should say something. Then I continued cautiously, so as not to offend her, “my parents?”
 
   She didn’t seem to understand what I was implying at first. When she did understand, thankfully, she didn’t get mad. She chuckled. “I can safely say that I don’t give a shit what your parents think about me. I didn’t do it for them.” My feet were still in her lap, so as she answered she began to run one of her hands up and down my shin. “I did it for you and him. I love that kid. I love you, Jordan.”
 
   Now the tears came, and I couldn’t stop them. I also couldn’t stop a laugh, that’s how happy those words made me. Only, the mixture of tears and laughter ended up coming out a gurgle of sound. Taylor looked over at me rapidly, clearly worried I’d had a negative reaction to her declaration, but I was grinning, and after she saw it I covered my mouth with my hands to stifle another unattractive noise.
 
   Taylor laughed at me, and her cheeks flushed red out of shy embarrassment. “At least you’re smiling. I was worried it’d freak you out.”
 
   I’d never been so pleasantly confused in my life. I didn’t know whether to still feel overwhelmed at her donation or to let loose the giddy joy at her confession. “Taylor, I–”
 
   I was about to tell her that I loved her too when she interrupted, “hold on.” She paused, and I deliberately closed my mouth to hear what she had to say, because it had to have been obvious what I was about to say. “If you’re going to say it back, could you maybe… wait? I know it’s stupid, and I know you wouldn’t, but I just don’t want to have this dumb fear in my mind that you felt obligated because of the money. You know?”
 
   I understood perfectly, and I didn’t ever want Taylor to doubt that I loved her wholeheartedly. “Okay, I’ll wait.” But I couldn’t resist teasing. I needed some outlet for all the elation I was feeling. “So, like, five minutes is long enough to wait, right?”
 
   Taylor rolled her eyes and laughed. She was playing it off, but at least I could be sure she knew I was ready to say it too. That even if I hadn’t said it yet, I was completely in love with her.
 
   We got to the facility just a few minutes later and walked in together. I hadn’t been to this one, but at first glance I could tell it was the largest one I’d been to yet. There were a total of four rinks, but that was only one half of the building. The entire place was a sports complex, and from the entrance I could see the other half was indoor arenas for other sports. There were a few familiar faces hovering around the entranceway, one of them being Mitch. When he saw us enter he hurried over.
 
   “Hey, guys,” he greeted, turning to walk with us toward the front desk so we could check our locker rooms. We both said hello to him. “Jordan, I’m so sorry to hear about your brother.” I hadn’t been at work all week, but I wasn’t surprised he brought it up seeing as Taylor had undoubtedly told him. I smiled gratefully. “Whenever you need time off just let me know. For Taylor too, when you need her there.”
 
   “Thanks, Mitch.” I gave him another smile, truly grateful at how sincere he sounded.
 
   He nodded and stood around while Taylor and I checked the schedule, and then I said bye to them and headed down the facility to get to my team’s locker room. When I walked in I immediately spotted Victoria, and as I went to sit beside her, Charlie, Morgan, Linda, and Erin all clapped for me, cheering like I was the star of the show.
 
   “Did they start drinking already?” I asked Victoria, teasingly loud enough so the four girls could hear while I sat down laughing.
 
   “Surprisingly, no,” Victoria chuckled, shaking her head with amusement. “I think they’re just excited.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh some more when Holly walked in, and they repeated the cheering and applause for her too. As I finished pulling on my hockey pants I plopped back down next to Victoria, and leaned over to say quietly, “guess what.”
 
   She glanced around the locker room, wondering why I was speaking so low, before going back to lacing up her skates. “What?”
 
   It wasn’t that I didn’t want anyone to hear, because no matter how soft I spoke, Morgan would hear me since she was sitting on the other side of me as Victoria. But I didn’t want everyone to hear and make a big deal out of it.
 
   “Taylor told me she loves me,” I whispered.
 
   Victoria straightened up, and with an excited squeal she wrapped her arms around my shoulders, shaking me back and forth. “Did you say it back?”
 
   When she let me go I reached down to pull the first skate out of my bag. “I was going to,” I said, sliding my foot into the boot, “but she told me to wait.”
 
   “Why would she tell you to wait?”
 
   Now I leaned over and cupped my hands over her ear, because I really didn’t want anybody to hear this part. “She paid for a huge part of Justin’s treatment.”
 
   I’d never seen Victoria look so shocked in my entire life, and I imagined that’s what I must’ve looked like when I found out too. Then her mouth turned up in a wide grin. “Are you going to marry her? Oh my God, you have to marry her. If you don’t, I will.”
 
   Before I could counter Victoria’s teasing, Charlie leaned in from across the room, obviously having heard. “Jordan’s getting married?”
 
   I sighed and mumbled, “here we go.” She’d asked loud enough that all the other girls had heard, and they all leaned forward too.
 
   “To Taylor Becks?” Linda asked, to which my other teammates gasped enthusiastically.
 
   “Taylor!” Morgan started chanting, giggling when every other girl followed along. “Taylor! Taylor! Taylor!”
 
   “Guys!” I shouted over the racket, trying to hold back amused and hysterical laughter. I passed a playful glare at Victoria. “You started this.” She just gave an accomplished smirk. “Guys!” I shouted again, and this time they all quieted. “I’m not getting married.” A few of them let out an ‘aw’ of disappointment, the others were still laughing while they went back to putting on their gear.
 
   After a minute of semi-calm silence, Charlie said, “Jordan, I heard about your brother.” I refrained from sighing this time. They’d all been so excited a few moments ago, I didn’t want this to kill the mood. I nodded. “I’m really sorry.” My other teammates were paying attention again, and they all nodded in agreement.
 
   “Thanks,” I said, pulling my jersey over my head.
 
   “You know what we should do?” Morgan piped in energetically. “We should do a fundraiser. Like, the Save Justin Fund.”
 
   I chuckled appreciatively at the gesture, not really taking her seriously, but Charlie agreed with equal enthusiasm. “That’s a good idea!” Then she glanced over at Erin. “Erin, don’t you know the owner of the rink? Think he’d let us do that?”
 
   “I can ask him after the game. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.” Erin shrugged nonchalantly, and after a moment’s hesitation she looked to me. “Is that okay with you?”
 
   I had to think about it for a minute. It wasn’t that I was embarrassed they were making a big deal out of it, but I’d never been the type to be comfortable taking money from strangers. It was hard enough to grapple with the idea of letting Taylor give so much.
 
   Regardless, I nodded. “Sure, every little bit helps.”
 
   To be honest, I was half-expecting that by the end of the game they’d all have forgotten about it. They didn’t though, and Erin said the owner of the rink was more than happy to let them go around asking players and spectators for money, which they collected in their helmets. I was shocked that by the end of the day they’d collected over four hundred dollars. It was hardly much compared to the cost of Justin’s treatment, but just like it did when I found out about Taylor’s donation, it still brought tears to my eyes.
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   October 4
 
    
 
   “You coming?” I’d already gotten out of the car, and was about to close the door behind me when I realized Taylor was still sitting in the passenger seat.
 
   Now I had both forearms on the roof, leaning over to look at her through my open door. She took a deep breath and nodded, but made no move to even unbuckle her seatbelt. I gave her another half minute, and when she still didn’t budge I closed the door and strode to the other side. We were in the parking lot of the hospital, a place we’d been frequenting lately, but Taylor had never been as reluctant to go in as she was now. I opened her door, stared at her for a few seconds, and then bent over into the car and across her lap so I could undo the seatbelt for her.
 
   At the unbuckling click she looked up at me, pulled out of her daze by the noise. Her eyes were distant and, under the shade from the bill of her hat, dark. It wasn’t until now I realized how distressed she appeared. She hadn’t seemed unwilling to go to the hospital when we left the house. On the contrary, she’d been excited about seeing Justin since we hadn’t visited in a few days because of work. Something happened along the way that changed her mood.
 
   “Hey,” I said softly, taking her hands in mine and gently pulling her out of the car.
 
   She let me direct her, gradually leaving her seat. When I had her out, I let her lean back on the side while I closed the door. Then I set my hands on her waist, pressing myself against her and watching her worriedly.
 
   “What’s the matter?” I asked, trying to catch her gaze.
 
   Taylor gave a deep sigh. “It’s been over two weeks since he started treatment.” I nodded knowingly, not sure why that was scaring her so much. “That’s when my mom lost all her hair.”
 
   It made sense then why she was hesitant. It wasn’t entirely about Justin. It went beyond her love for him and I. This whole experience was just a constantly horrible reminder of everything she’d already been through, and this was another detail she’d have to live again.
 
   “Ever since I met you,” I said, wrapping my arms around her in an attempt to be comforting, “you’ve done so much to give me what I need.” I knew she would never stop visiting Justin, no matter how much it hurt her, but I didn’t know how to make it easier for her, or if I even could. “What do you need, Taylor? What can I do?”
 
   Her eyes finally met my own, and one corner of her lips lifted in a slightly reassuring smile. “I just want you close, always, like you are now,” she said, wrapping her arms around my shoulders, pulling me closer.
 
   I nodded and hugged her, but it was only a small relief in the midst of a fear that’d been nagging at me for the last couple weeks. I pulled back to look at Taylor again, and in the minute it took me to finally speak she waited patiently, knowing something was on my mind.
 
   So I wouldn’t lose my nerve to get it out, I asked hastily, “if he doesn’t make it, will you go silent again?”
 
   “Mitch asked me the same thing,” Taylor said.
 
   I felt tears stinging my eyes. “I can’t lose you both.”
 
   At seeing how genuinely worried I was she drew me into another tight hug. “I’m not going anywhere.” When I leaned back to see the truth in her eyes, she smiled and grabbed my face between her hands. “I promise.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, and after pecking her on the cheek I led her toward the hospital entrance, one arm still wrapped tight around her waist because she wanted me close.
 
   My mother’s head popped up when Taylor and I walked into Justin’s room, and she smiled. “Hi, Jordan. Hello, Taylor.”
 
   At her greeting, I scanned her expression and resisted the urge to scowl, just like I did the last few times we’d been here to visit. I hadn’t forgotten about the money Taylor gave, and I didn’t want my mother feigning enthusiasm about Taylor being around just because she felt obligated to. What shocked me about it every time, however, was that her friendliness seemed entirely authentic. Part of me didn’t want to believe that my mother might actually be starting to accept Taylor, and the other parts didn’t know what to make of the possibility.
 
   I didn’t get too long to contemplate my mother’s behavior though, because the next moment I was stuck staring at Justin. Taylor had been accurate in her prediction, and whether Justin had lost all his hair, or just some and they shaved it, his head was completely bald. I think, despite Taylor’s apprehension at the car, I reacted worse than she did. While I froze at the door, she continued forward to his bed with a grin.
 
   “Look at you!” she exclaimed, rubbing his bare scalp. “Cool ‘do.”
 
   “Thanks!” Justin giggled his normal, lively laugh, and ran a hand over it. Then he looked at me, blue eyes wide with excitement. “You like it, Joh-din?”
 
   I snapped myself out of shock and strode over, putting on a big smile. “I love it. You look like such a badass.” He giggled again, bashfully covering his mouth with his tiny hands, and when my mother cleared her throat at my use of profanity he actually snorted with laughter. “What do you want to do today? Play a game?”
 
   His eyes lit up, and he began to bounce in his bed because he was so excited. “Want to see what Dad got me?” When I nodded he started waving at our mother. “Mommy,” he urged with impatient energy.
 
   She chuckled while pushing herself out of her seat, and after striding over to the small closet in the room she pulled out a tiny table. She set the table in Justin’s lap, handed him the other little pieces that went with it, and then plugged the cord attached to it into the wall.
 
   “Air hockey!” Justin threw up his hands happily, and leaned over to peer around the side of the table for the ‘on’ switch. “Want to play?”
 
   I took the mallet he was handing me while I sat down on the side of his bed. The air hockey table was only about three feet long, and the mallet was almost too small for my hand, but I couldn’t deny I was nearly as excited as he was.
 
   “When did Dad get you this?”
 
   “Yesterday,” Justin answered, setting the puck on the table and watching it glide across the surface. “He said I’m too sick to play with you and Tayloh, so he got me this.”
 
   I leaned across the bed so I was in a good position to play with him. It was a little uncomfortable, seeing as I was sideways to the table, but it was worth it if Justin would have fun.
 
   “Take it easy on me,” I told him playfully. “I don’t want you to beat me too bad.”
 
   He laughed and nodded, wasting no time in grabbing the puck and hitting it across the table. I let him win that game, and Taylor let him win the one after that. He was giggling hysterically through every match, even when I played against Taylor, and it made him shriek whenever someone hit the puck so hard it went flying across the room. We even got my mom to play. It was hard to tell if she let Justin win or not, but when Justin convinced her to play against me, I decided she hadn’t let him win. He’d beat her fair and square.
 
   We played for a couple hours, until Justin got too tired and wanted to lie down for a nap. My mom had opened up a book to read while Taylor and I found something to watch quietly on TV. I’d been watching the program for half and hour before I realized Taylor had fallen asleep too. She was slouched deep into her seat, with her head leaned against the back of it and mouth hanging open a little. I chuckled at the sight, and when my mother glanced up curiously I pointed at Taylor. She gave an amused smile and went back to reading, glancing up once more when I stood.
 
   “I’m going to get coffee,” I whispered so I wouldn’t wake Taylor or Justin. “You want anything?”
 
   “Coffee sounds nice,” she agreed gratefully.
 
   I strode toward the elevator, my feet absentmindedly taking me down a floor to where I knew there was a coffee vending machine. It was slow to dispense our drinks, but about ten minutes later I was on my way back up, balancing three cups in my hands. I was almost at the door when a pair of voices caused me to stop, and I backed up a little so they wouldn’t see me.
 
   “Not really,” Taylor said, awake now and answering some question my mother must’ve asked. I knew I shouldn’t be eavesdropping, but my curiosity was overpowering. “My mom got cancer when I was young.”
 
   My mother was quiet for a second before she asked softly, “did she make it?” Taylor must have shaken her head, because then my mother said, “I’m so sorry.”
 
   It was quiet again in the room, and thinking the conversation was over I was about to walk in. Then Taylor spoke once more. “It was always so gloomy around her. She knew she wasn’t going to make it, so we knew she wasn’t going to.” I winced, wondering just how what Taylor was saying would put anyone at ease, or how it would help my mother’s opinion of her. “You don’t get that feeling from him,” she continued, and I could just picture her nodding toward Justin. “He’s the toughest kid I ever had the privilege to meet. I know he’ll be okay.”
 
   I heard my mother whisper ‘thank you’ with a clear smile in her voice, and then ask, “What about the rest of your family?”
 
   Now I refrained from walking into the room for a reason completely different from my curiosity. My mother was actually talking to Taylor, engaging her. Learning about her. Despite not wanting to believe my mother could really be changing, everything inside of me wanted her to know Taylor, so that she could love Taylor as much as I did.
 
   I held my breath, wondering just how Taylor would answer my mother’s question. It took a while, but eventually she did. “I don’t really have any other family. I lost my dad and two brothers in a car accident.”
 
   “Oh, Taylor,” my mother breathed instantly, in the most genuinely sad and sympathetic voice I’d ever heard. Then it was obvious she didn’t know what to say, just like I hadn’t known when Taylor had told me for the first time.
 
   “It’s okay,” Taylor said reassuringly, and fell quiet for a thoughtful second. “That’s what I got this tattoo for. To remember them.”
 
   “May I?” my mother asked, and after Taylor said ‘sure’ there was a slight shuffling, like she was moving to lean across my empty seat to show my mom the tattoo.
 
   I strode in then, and when I did my mother pulled away from looking at Taylor’s arm. I smiled at them and handed her a cup, then I sat down in my own seat and turned to Taylor.
 
   “I got you some coffee,” I explained, handing her a drink and adding a peck on the cheek.
 
   The rest of our visit passed pretty uneventfully. Justin had been tired enough that he slept almost the entire time, and my mother, though she tried to make conversational comments every once in a while, wasn’t much entertainment. We stayed long enough to have dinner with her and Justin, and after that we headed back to my house. It was hard to tell whether the visits made Taylor feel better about the situation or not. She seemed so happy with Justin, but while she still smiled and talked to me, she was always tired after we left, like being happy in front of Justin took work.
 
   When we arrived home from the hospital we got out of the car, and Taylor lumbered up to the front door beside me. Taz bounced around our ankles as we walked through the entrance, and the fact that he was running free while the house seemed dark was surprising.
 
   “Hello?” I called as we strode in, and when nobody answered I knelt to greet the still wiggling puppy. “How’d you get out of your crate?” I asked, knowing Jamie and Cameron would’ve put him in before they left.
 
   Taylor kicked off her shoes near the door, and after she greeted Taz with some belly rubbing we started toward the couch to watch TV. We’d only taken a few steps before there was a soft squishing sound. I paused, unsure of the noise, but when I looked at Taylor her eyes were wide and she was completely frozen.
 
   “It’s still warm,” she whispered. Her face was scrunched with disgust, and after a pause she gagged. I looked down, and when I noticed the dark brown substance smushed beneath her foot I threw my hands over my mouth to stifle laughter. “Jordan, it’s still warm,” she whined, shaking her hands in the air with frantic repulsion.
 
   I couldn’t help it. I burst into laughter, clenching my stomach while she hopped one-footed toward the bathroom, whimpering ‘ew’ the entire way. Taz had stayed behind, more curious about my behavior than Taylor’s, and now he sat staring up at me, wagging his tail like he was pleased with himself. Still snorting I patted his head, not bothering to scold him because I knew he wouldn’t understand. Once my giggling fit had subsided I grabbed paper towels and disinfectant spray from the kitchen to clean up the mess.
 
   I was done and sitting on the couch with the TV on before Taylor finally came out of the bathroom. She practically tiptoed to the couch, studying every step as though she were afraid of stepping in more. When she finally made it to the couch and sat down next to me, I could only hold it together for a second. My amusement returned, and I fell onto my back because I was laughing so hard.
 
   “Your face,” I started, holding my stomach as I paused for a breath, “was priceless!”
 
   Taylor climbed on top of me, sitting over my hips. She chuckled, more at my reaction it seemed than at the actual event. “You think it’s funny?” she asked, and adjusted to bring her foot forward, acting like she was going to put it on my face.
 
   “Gross!” I shouted, pushing her foot away, and she let out a shriek when it almost knocked her to the floor.
 
   “Yeah, laugh it up,” she said, chuckling to herself as she regained her balance and laid herself over me. “Next time you’re the one who’s going to step in it, and I’ll show no mercy.”
 
   She continued to grin, waiting patiently while I took deep breaths to try and calm myself. It took a minute, but eventually I stopped snickering, and with one last sigh I tossed my arms around her neck.
 
   “Taylor,” I prompted, and she raised her eyebrows expectantly.
 
   Even though it had been awhile, and I was pretty sure she knew, I hadn’t actually told her I loved her. She’d asked me to wait, and so whenever I got the urge to say it the last couple weeks I grew nervous that it hadn’t been long enough. Since she’d mentioned it, I was so scared she would think I was just saying it because of the money. But now I had the urge, and I felt completely confident it’d been long enough that she’d never doubt it.
 
   “I’m madly in love with you,” I told her, pleased with the smile that instantly lit up her face.
 
   “Is that so?” she asked happily, lifting the hat off her head and tossing it onto the coffee table near the couch.
 
   I nodded. “It’s one hundred percent so.”
 
   Taylor dropped her jaw in feigned shock. “One hundred percent? You sound pretty sure.”
 
   “Trust me,” I giggled, and couldn’t help pecking her on the lips. “I’m positive.”
 
   “You know what I think?” she said, and there was a smirk on her face as she sat up and tapped me on the nose with her index finger. “I think you’re just saying that to try and seduce me.”
 
   “You think?” I asked, and playing along admitted, “there’s no fooling you.”
 
   She shook her head, tsk-ing at me sarcastically. “Okay, okay, you convinced me! Geez!” She threw up her hands in exasperated surrender. “I’ll go to bed with you!” I was laughing so giddily again that she had to pull me off the couch, but once I was up I didn’t delay following her to the bedroom.
 
    
 
   October 16
 
    
 
   “Joh-din!” Justin yelled the moment I walked into his hospital room.
 
   “Hey.” I strode over to his bed and gave him a big hug hello. “You’re looking good,” I observed, noticing how full of energy he seemed compared to how he’d been the last few weeks.
 
   When Justin nodded I turned to say hello to my mother and her guest. I’d noticed the other woman sitting beside my mom when I walked in, but knowing who she was I’d decided to greet Justin first. She was a long-time friend from the church, one I hadn’t seen since I stopped. Whenever I saw someone I hadn’t seen in forever they’d ask me where I’ve been, and I wouldn’t know what to say when this woman asked – I highly doubted she’d been told the truth of why I hadn’t been around since I graduated high school, even if she was a good friend to my mother.
 
   “Oh my goodness,” the woman gasped when I turned, standing and holding out her arms as she prepared to give me a hug. “Even in five years you’ve matured so much I hardly recognized you.”
 
   I received the hug with a little less enthusiasm than it was given, but I made sure to put on a big, friendly smile. “Hi, Mrs. Barton.”
 
   “Your mom told me you finished school,” Mrs. Barton said, and I couldn’t help but glance over at my mother, surprised that she’d talked about me at all. “Are you working now?”
 
   “Yeah,” I answered, nervously shoving my hands into the pockets of my jeans, worrying about if Mrs. Barton would voice her scrutiny of my not being at church, while at the same time wondering if my mother would say anything. “I manage the finances at a hockey rink.”
 
   “That’s great,” she praised, and took a breath while it was clear she was thinking of something to say. “What else have you been up to lately?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Just work I guess.”
 
   “Just work?” Mrs. Barton gave me a lightheartedly disappointed face. “No boyfriend? You know, Connor,” she stopped to make sure I remembered who her son was, “he hasn’t been quite as excited about sitting through church since you’ve stopped coming.”
 
   And there we have it. The topic I’d been dreading. It shouldn’t be so hard in these situations. I shouldn’t have to be afraid of what Mrs. Barton would think – Lord knows I didn’t care. I was more afraid of what my mother would think if I admitted the truth.
 
   “No, no boyfriend,” I told her simply.
 
   “Martha,” my mother spoke up from her usual seat in the room, and when she had Mrs. Barton’s attention she added, “Jordan’s a lesbian.”
 
   I refrained from dropping my jaw, but I had to blink away my shock. My mother didn’t really just say that… did she? She just came right out and said it, and though she sounded kind of nervous, she didn’t falter over the word or warp the facts like I would’ve expected her to. I was daydreaming about all the possibilities. I had to be. That was the only way I would’ve ever imagined my mother admitting it aloud.
 
   But I wasn’t daydreaming, because after my mother said it Mrs. Barton returned her gaze to me. She pulled back a little to look me over, but it was with a reflective eye rather than a judgmental one.
 
   “Well,” she said finally, ceasing her study of me and giving a small smile. “I never would’ve known.” I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of that, but I’d take it over a negative response any day. She didn’t really seem affected by it, either it hadn’t completely sunk in or it just didn’t matter, and she put her hand on my shoulder while turning to face my mother. “I suppose I should get going.” She gave my shoulder an affectionately gentle squeeze, and then let go to give my mother a goodbye hug. “You won’t forget to call me when you get the results?” she asked as she strode toward the door. When my mother shook her head, Mrs. Barton waved. “Bye, Justin. Jordan, it was good to see you again.”
 
   Once she was gone I stood there for a minute, still somewhat astonished. My mother was sitting tensely, glancing back and forth between the door and me.
 
   “You didn’t have to tell her,” I said awkwardly. I didn’t want my mother to feel like she had to tell everybody if she didn’t want to, seeing as I never saw Mrs. Barton it didn’t matter to me, but part of me was curious about why she had.
 
   She stared at me for a thoughtful second, and then took in a panicked breath. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I should’ve made sure you were okay with it first.”
 
   “Huh?” I grunted, shocked once again until it sunk in exactly how my mother was reacting. She was actually worried that she’d offended me by outing me without my permission. “No, that’s not what I meant,” I reassured her. “I don’t care, but you don’t have to tell anyone if you don’t want them to know.”
 
   “Oh, okay,” my mother murmured with a placating shrug, but it didn’t seem like she regretted telling Mrs. Barton.
 
   “You guys want to color with me?” Justin interrupted in a bored sigh, and then he bared all his teeth in an eager grin. “Please?”
 
   My mom and I left our conversation where it was and pulled a couple chairs to Justin’s bedside. He picked out the pictures he wanted us both to color, and hummed to himself while we set to work on our pages. It was pretty silent except for Justin’s quiet singing, but out of the corner of my eye I could see my mother glance up at me every so often, like she wanted to say something but wasn’t sure how or what. I don’t know why, but I kind of wanted to hear what she had to say.
 
   “So,” I drawled, trying to facilitate the conversation even though I couldn’t figure out why I suddenly cared. “We get Justin’s results today.” It had been a month since he started his treatment, and the first month was supposed to be the most intense. Today we were going to find out if he’d made any progress and if the treatment was working.
 
   “Yes,” my mother answered, unable to contain a hopeful smile. “Your father and sister are coming later.”
 
   “Cameron too?” I asked. I knew he was coming, but I was trying to give my mother more to say.
 
   She nodded. “What about Taylor?”
 
   “She’ll be here,” I confirmed, dragging out my own nod as I thought about what else to bring up. I had no idea though, so instead I returned my attention to coloring.
 
   “I like her, you know,” my mother said after a minute of silence, and in case I wasn’t sure who she meant, added, “Taylor.” I slowly met her gaze, unsure of how to answer. She seemed to catch the thought at the back of my mind, because then she said, “and it has nothing to do with the money, though your father and I are eternally in her debt.”
 
   “She doesn’t want anything in return,” I told her hastily, so she wouldn’t think she’d have to pay Taylor back, even though I knew Taylor had already told her the same thing.
 
   “I know,” my mother answered. She was quiet for a while again, thinking. “I do like her though. I can tell how happy she makes you, and how much she cares about you.”
 
   I looked up from my coloring again, this time cocking my head curiously. It was so strange to have my mother talking to me like this, so candidly, I almost wasn’t sure what to make of it. I could tell, however, that she was being sincere, and I knew I had to reciprocate that on some level. “I’ve learned a lot from her, about real love,” I told her honestly. This amount of intimacy caused me to grow unexpectedly shy, so I finished awkwardly, “and relationships… and stuff.”
 
   My mother smiled at my sudden chagrin, but from the sad glint in the downward turn of her gaze I could tell what she was thinking – that those are the kinds of things parents are supposed to teach you, things you should learn by example.
 
   “How did you meet?” she asked when she looked back up at me.
 
   “Uh,” I paused to think back, “our hockey teams are rivals. One game I was so frustrated that I hit her.” I chuckled a bit at the memory, but my mother looked somewhat horrified. “That happens in hockey, it’s a rough sport,” I explained, and she nodded for me to continue. “Anyway, once I was working at the rink with her and Victoria, I apologized and started skating with her after work.”
 
   “So, you made the first move?” my mother asked, sounding kind of awkward, like she wasn’t sure she was saying it right.
 
   It made me laugh. The way she put it, all I could think was that Taylor kissed me first… when I was drunk. I wasn’t comfortable enough to say that to my mother though, no matter how genuinely interested she appeared to be.
 
   Instead, I shrugged. “Yeah, I guess you could say that. You know, when we first met she didn’t talk to anyone, because of everything she’d been through.” Then I added with a laugh, “she made me work for it.”
 
   My mother’s eyes widened. “Not a word?”
 
   “Not a word,” I repeated. “Except to Mitch.” My mother gave me a curious look, and I realized I’d been getting so into our conversation I forgot she didn’t yet know certain things. “Mitch was her dad’s best friend. He raised her after her parents died.”
 
   “Oh,” she murmured, her eyebrows furrowing skeptically. I knew why too, it was because of my bad experience with a father’s best friend.
 
   “Mitch is a good guy,” I assured her, then mumbled, “maybe a little overprotective…”
 
   My mother seemed satisfied with that, and silently turned to her thoughts once more. “Poor kid,” she mused, shaking her head. “She’s been through so much.” She looked at me, giving a sympathetic, guilty half-smile. “I guess that’s something the two of you have in common.”
 
   “She’s stronger than I am,” I admitted, trying to keep Taylor the point of focus so we wouldn’t approach that topic.
 
   “Sounds like you underestimate yourself,” my mother said, maybe in an attempt at praising me, maybe in an attempt at trying to be motherly.
 
   I simply shrugged and returned to my coloring. Whatever her motive, something about it caused my wall to go back up. She hadn’t been a mother to me for a long time, and now that it felt like she was trying, I didn’t know what to do with it. Deep down, I wanted it, and I knew that, but nearer the surface was the fact that I’d been disappointed so many times before. I wasn’t ready to open up that much. She’d been breaking me down for years. I wasn’t ready to let her start building me back up, because what if she did and decided to tear it all apart again?
 
   Neither of us said much after that. It looked like she wanted to say something a few times, but I’d had enough bonding for one day. Later on Jamie and Cameron arrived, then my father, and shortly after him, Taylor. All of us were eager to hear if Justin was making any progress. It wasn’t long until the pediatric oncologist came in with a couple pieces of paper in his hands, and we all sat there, eyes locked on him and praying for good news.
 
   “Before I deliver the results,” the doctor started, grabbing a stool from the corner of the room and sitting down across from all of us. “I want to explain what we’re looking for. The goal for this phase of treatment was to put Justin into remission.” He paused again, and every one of us nodded, hurrying him on. “Remission doesn’t mean cured. It just means the treatment is working and killing off the cancer cells.
 
   “Say treatment destroyed ninety-five percent of the cancer cells in Justin’s body, there’s still five percent that can multiply and create a problem for us. If we achieved remission, we’ll still need to continue with treatment, everyone understand?” Again we nodded. 
 
   I reached over and grabbed Taylor’s hand, squeezing it impatiently. I appreciated the doctor explaining, but I just wanted to hear the results, and the longer he waited, the more anxious I grew.
 
   “Alright.” The doctor looked down at the papers that were now in his lap, and he flipped to the second page. After reading for a few seconds he looked up at us, a grin spreading across his face. “We have achieved a remission of,” he paused, either to let the first part sink in or to build suspense, but it was killing me. “Ninety-seven percent.” My jaw dropped, and when I glanced around all our mouths were hanging open while we tried to hold back smiles and laughs of joy, because it was obvious the doctor wasn’t done talking.
 
   “That’s good right? What does that mean?” my dad asked, as if he were hesitant to get his hopes up just yet.
 
   “We were hoping for at least ninety-five. It’s great news, and with some hospitalized visits for continued treatment,” the doctor said, separating a few of the documents from the rest and holding them up, “here are your discharge papers.”
 
   My mother shrieked, throwing her arms around my father’s neck. I had about the same reaction, and I hugged Taylor so tight she started choking. Though we all knew Justin’s fight wasn’t over, we celebrated, praising and patting the doctor on the back until he smiled his way out of the room.
 
   I turned and rushed to Justin’s bedside, pulling him into an embrace almost as hard as the one I’d given Taylor. “Justin,” I said to the grinning, bald toddler, and gave him a huge kiss on the head. “You’re coming home.”
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   November 12
 
    
 
   I was sitting on the bleachers beside the very back rink, half watching Taylor do skating drills by herself and half reading a book, when Victoria plopped down next to me, done scorekeeping her last game of the night.
 
   “You’re not out there with her?” she asked, nodding toward Taylor.
 
   “The national tournament is coming up soon,” I told her. “We haven’t been skating much because we’ve been spending a lot of time with Justin. She wanted to get back in shape.”
 
   “Oh,” Victoria said, leaning her elbows back on the bench behind us. “Still can’t keep up with her?” she teased, laughing when I confirmed it with a nod. “How is Justin doing?”
 
   “Good,” I answered, and added with a smile, “he’s been asking when you’re going to come over again.” Victoria had been pretty regular in going over to my parents’ house with Taylor and I to visit Justin, but it had been almost a week since she’d gone. “Treatment isn’t wearing him down as much, so he’s got a lot of energy lately. Mom still hardly lets him out of the house though.”
 
   “She would,” Victoria chuckled. I nodded in agreement, and we both fell silent for a second as I followed Taylor with my eyes. I could feel Victoria looking at me thoughtfully, and after a few more moments she asked, “is your mom still acting super nice?”
 
   I almost groaned while I turned to face her. “It’s so weird, Vic. She’s always so happy whenever Taylor and I come over, and she talks to us a lot. And I swear her and Taylor are becoming best friends or something.”
 
   Victoria laughed, eyebrows converging with disbelief. “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously,” I confirmed. “You know how Taylor can’t cook? Well, the other day my mom was making dinner and teaching her how.” Victoria’s eyes widened with surprise, but I continued rapidly. “That’s not all. My mom was talking about eating healthy, and you know what Taylor said?” Victoria shook her head. “She told my mom we eat the main food groups. Fast, frozen, cereal, and chocolate. My mom would not stop laughing!” I threw up my hands in exasperation when Victoria snorted. “They were making jokes the whole time!”
 
   “At least they’re bonding,” she offered, still chuckling. After her giggling waned she asked more seriously, “did she say she’s sorry again?”
 
   “She hasn’t so much as mentioned anything that’s happened. Not kicking me out, not taking Justin away, not the wedding. It’s like,” I paused thoughtfully, “she knows an apology would mean nothing, so instead of saying anything she’s showing me she’s changing. And I don’t think it’s an act.” I sighed deep, pursing my lips. “I don’t like it.”
 
   “You don’t like it?” Victoria repeated. I shrugged, not sure how exactly to verbalize my apprehension, but Victoria knew me so well that she could tell what I was thinking. “You’re afraid it won’t last?” When I just nodded, she gave a thoughtful hum.
 
   “What?” I asked at her consideration. “You think it’s permanent?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she answered, looking out over the rink. “When it came to you, your mom was never the type to put on a show. She always let you know when she disapproved. It seems like she’s making a real effort.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” I responded, not wanting to go into more detail about how my fear was keeping me from even giving my mother more of a chance, or making an equal effort at connecting with her. It was something that deep down I knew I should do, and Victoria always had a way of not so subtly instructing me on doing those kinds of things.
 
   Thankfully she didn’t get a chance to catch on, because Taylor came off the rink and made her way up the bleachers. “Hey, Vic,” she said, breathing kind of heavily as she fell into the seat next to me.
 
   Victoria gave her a greeting smile. “You’re looking good out there. When’s the tournament?”
 
   “Next month,” Taylor told her, turning sideways on the bench so she could lean back and put her head in my lap. “The weekend before Christmas.”
 
   “It’s in Phoenix right?” Victoria asked, her blue eyes glowing with excitement. “Can I come with you guys?”
 
   I chuckled at her enthusiasm while I threw my arm over Taylor’s shoulder, setting my hand on the top of her chest. “I don’t know if I’m going out there yet.”
 
   “What!” Victoria exclaimed, and behind the tone of shock was one of disbelief. “Why?”
 
   “That’s the same weekend Justin gets his next assessment,” I answered. “I need to be there for support.”
 
   “Oh, I see.” Victoria gave a slow nod as her eyes fell to Taylor. I almost looked away, but I’m glad I didn’t, because she winked at Taylor, and I felt Taylor’s chest rise with a silent chuckle.
 
   “What was that?” I asked suspiciously, glancing down for a better view of Taylor’s face.
 
   A smirk escaped Victoria’s lips, but she wiped it off a moment later to try and hide it. “What was what?”
 
   They were definitely plotting something. “You winked at Taylor,” I told her, determined to figure it out.
 
   “I didn’t see her wink,” Taylor said.
 
   “I had something in my eye,” Victoria said.
 
   I knew it wasn’t true though, because I could feel Taylor laughing. “You guys are so full of shit!” I chuckled, grabbing Taylor’s face between my hands. “What are you planning?”
 
   Taylor pushed herself out of my lap, completely avoiding the question as she headed back down the bleachers with a toothy grin. “You guys should come skate with me.”
 
   I turned a glare on Victoria. “Vic,” I scolded.
 
   “I’m going to get my stuff out of the car.” She stood, ignoring my curiosity as well. “Are you coming?”
 
   I sighed in defeat, knowing I wasn’t going to get an answer out of either of them. “I left my gear at home. I’ll just use one of Taylor’s extra sticks.”
 
   Victoria shrugged, and saying she’d be right back headed toward the front of the building. I strode down the bleachers and to the door of the rink, where I grabbed one of Taylor’s extra hockey sticks. When I got on the floor I ran toward the net, tapping the blade on the ground to let Taylor know I was open for a pass. She was at center rink, and when she heard the noise she sent the puck toward me. I received the pass, but because Taylor’s stick was for a left-handed player I completely missed the puck when I wound up for a shot, even though I was right in front of the net.
 
   “How do you play left-handed?” I asked, switching hands so that I was holding the stick more comfortably, even if the blade was curved backwards.
 
   Taylor skated over, scooping the puck onto the blade of her stick while she said playfully, “how do you play right-handed?” She tossed the puck up, easily catching it back on the blade.
 
   I just chuckled, knocking the puck off and stealing it from her. “Are you nervous about the tournament?” I asked, trying with difficulty to even cradle the puck with Taylor’s stick.
 
   “Not yet,” she said, dropping her gear to the floor and then snaking her arms around my waist. “I will be when I get there.”
 
   I wrapped my own arms around her neck, lifting myself onto my tiptoes to kiss. “Are you sure you’re okay with me maybe not going?” I asked, and rested my forehead against hers, watching her closely so I could see in her eyes if she was disappointed or not. “I’ll go if you really want.”
 
   She was quiet for a thoughtful second. “I know how important it is to you to be with Justin. We can play it by ear.”
 
   “Okay, love birds,” Victoria interrupted, coming onto the rink before I could respond to Taylor. “Let’s have some fun.” When she came over to take the puck I gave Taylor one last kiss, and then turned to chase after her.
 
    
 
   November 28
 
    
 
   I was sitting at the office computer behind the front desk of the hockey rink, going over the month’s finances when Taylor walked in with a huge grin on her face. She was holding a roll of thick, clear fishing line in her hands, unraveling it little by little while she came in. Eventually she reached the desk I was at and sat in the empty chair next to me, setting the roll down on the floor. Then, like nothing was going on, she picked up the papers in front of her to start organizing the rosters and game schedules for next season’s leagues.
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, leaning over to look at the roll of string on the ground.
 
   She glanced at it too, smirking when her eyes met mine. “I’m going to pull a prank on Mitch. He’s been getting too comfortable lately.”
 
   “Okay,” I chuckled, eager to see how it played out. “What’s it attached to?”
 
   “The rolling chair at the front desk.” She pointed to the chair, shoulders already shaking with laughter. “I hear him coming.” She sat up straighter, glancing toward the door and hastily picking up the roll of string.
 
   “Yeah, come over here,” Mitch was saying to a customer as he strode behind the front desk. “I’ll get you set up.”
 
   He took a seat in the rolling chair, immediately clicking away on the computer to help the customer. That’s when Taylor began to pull on the string, gently so it wouldn’t break, and gradually so it would seem like the chair was just at a slant and so Mitch wouldn’t notice. As she pulled, the chair rolled backward just a bit, and Mitch unconsciously stood a little and pulled the chair back toward the desk. I smiled with amusement as Taylor did it again, and this time Mitch wiggled in the seat to bring it forward.
 
   The third time Taylor did it Mitch pulled the chair up impatiently, like it was annoying him that it kept sliding backward, but he had no idea why, and it made me snort with laughter. Taylor chuckled too, until he heard it and turned around to look at us. I shifted my eyes to the computer, and Taylor stared down at the papers in front of her, both of us acting as innocent as possible. Mitch didn’t suspect a thing, and turned back around to continue helping the customer.
 
   Taylor pulled on the string again, and this time Mitch glanced around him. “What the?” he said, searching around the chair suspiciously. He turned to eye Taylor and I, but we were prepared for it, pretending once more to work diligently, so he shrugged it off and finished what he was doing.
 
   He printed out a couple pages of receipts for the man he was helping, and after grabbing them from underneath the computer he looked around for the stapler. It was on the other side of the front desk, too far for him to reach from the seat, and so he stood up to stretch for it. Taylor pulled the string again, and an unsuspecting Mitch didn’t look back before he went to sit down. His face twisted with panic, and he flailed when he didn’t land where he expected too, but before he fell completely to the floor he caught himself on the edge of the desk.
 
   Both Taylor and I burst into hysterical laughter, giggling the whole time he handed the customer the papers and said goodbye. “Assholes,” Mitch grumbled good-naturedly when the customer left, grabbing a pen off the desk to throw it at Taylor. “You’re going to regret that when I get my payback.”
 
   I was still cracking up, but had to control it when my cell phone started going off in my pocket. Seeing that it was my mother calling, my first thought was that something happened to Justin. “Mom? What’s wrong?” I asked, putting the phone to my ear as Taylor instantly went silent to watch me.
 
   “No, nothing,” she said quickly. “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
   “Oh,” I sighed with relief, shaking my head at Taylor to let her know everything was fine. “Why are you calling me?”
 
   “I was just wondering,” she said haltingly, sounding kind of nervous, “um, if you and Taylor were going to come over today?”
 
   “We weren’t planning on it,” I told her, curious why she’d called to ask when usually we just showed up. “We’re at work. Why?”
 
   She didn’t answer right away, and after a few moments said, “Justin wanted to see you.”
 
   “Can I talk to him?” I suggested, thinking that might satisfy him for a bit so Taylor and I could get some work done, seeing as we’d hardly been doing any lately.
 
   “He’s actually sleeping right now,” my mother replied.
 
   “Uh huh,” I mumbled. I was beginning to think it wasn’t Justin that wanted us to come over, and that my mother was getting lonely. “Where’s Dad?”
 
   “Your father had to work today.”
 
   “What about Jamie and Cameron?” I asked, thinking she’d have called to spend time with them before she called me.
 
   “I didn’t call them,” she admitted.
 
   “Oh,” I said again, poorly hiding the surprise from my voice. Part of me felt bad for her, so I offered what I thought she really wanted. “We can come over if you want us to.”
 
   “No, that’s okay,” she said in a rush, sounding nervous again, like she either didn’t want to bother us or didn’t know how to just come out and ask. “You guys get some work done, and we’ll see you next time.”
 
   I’d barely said ‘okay’ by the time she’d said ‘bye’ and hung up. I put my cell phone on the desk, gradually turning toward Taylor, furrowing my eyebrows in near confusion. “I think my mom wants us to come over… to hang out with her.”
 
   “Really?” Taylor chuckled. “Did she say that?”
 
   “No.” I folded my arms over my chest, still wondering if my mother really wanted us to come to the house or if I was just imagining it. “But it felt implied.”
 
   “Okay.” She shrugged and put the cap back on the pen she’d been using. “We can go.”
 
   “What about all this work we have to do?” I asked, motioning from her papers to the computer I was sitting at. Because of the ways my mother had been acting lately, I was kind of hesitant to go over right now, especially because it was for her and not for Justin. I was starting to disregard everything she’d put me through, which meant letting myself get attached, and I still considered that dangerous.
 
   Taylor stood, adjusting the hat on her head and searching around thoughtfully. “We can take it with us. Just print out your point of sales and stuff and you can look it over at the house.”
 
   “I guess so,” I resigned, unwilling to openly admit that I didn’t want to, and also glad that we’d at least get to see Justin.
 
   It didn’t take me long to print out the things I needed, and soon we were at the front door of my mother’s house. She looked entirely surprised when she saw us standing there, but didn’t waste any time ushering us inside.
 
   “You came,” she said, sounding genuinely excited but not speaking too loudly because Justin was somewhere sleeping. “I thought you had work to do.”
 
   “We brought it with us.” I held up the paperwork in my hands to show her.
 
   We were all quiet for a few seconds after that, standing in the entranceway, just looking at each other. For some reason this was more awkward than when Taylor and I usually came to visit. It may have been in my head, but it seemed like my mother didn’t know what to say since we’d taken the hint and arrived. She hadn’t thought about what she’d do to entertain us, seeing as Justin was sleeping and no one else was around.
 
   “Did you eat lunch?” she asked eventually, when the tension of the silence became too much. Both Taylor and I shook our heads, and she waved for us to follow her into the kitchen. “I’ll make you something. What do you want? I have leftover lasagna.”
 
   “That sounds good,” I agreed, standing off to the side with Taylor where we were out of the way.
 
   My mother nodded and began putting our meal together in silence. I watched her busily move about the kitchen, thinking I should try to make conversation but entirely unsure of what to say. A glance over at Taylor told me she didn’t know either. After a moment she shrugged and decided to try.
 
   “What have you been up to, Mrs. Marshall?” Taylor asked as my mother put both of our plates in the microwave and turned to face us.
 
   “You know,” my mother started vaguely. “Just cleaning and taking care of your brother. I have been playing that Mario game though, it’s quite fun.” Then she added, “and please, call me Nanette.”
 
   “What?” I chuckled.
 
   “Nanette,” she repeated unsurely, trying to figure out why I thought it was funny. “Taylor doesn’t have to call me Mrs. Marshall.”
 
   “No, not that,” I told her. “You’ve been playing Mario?”
 
   “Yes, you know, Mario and Bowser,” she answered, turning to grab our plates out of the beeping microwave. “The one your dad and brother are always playing on that little game system.” Once she had our plates in her hands she started toward the dining room, where she set them on the table and took a seat across from it.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh while Taylor and I sat down opposite her, and I could hear Taylor giggling too. “You’ve seriously been playing video games?” I just couldn’t believe it.
 
   “Whenever your dad and Justin – and Cameron sometimes – when they play there are only two controls, but the other day while Justin was taking a nap I decided to try it.” Growing a little embarrassed she added as an excuse, “it gets so quiet around here sometimes, what’s a girl to do?”
 
   “You party animal,” I teased, taking a bite of the lasagna on my plate.
 
   My mother smiled, and then her eyes lit up excitedly. “Would you two like to play it with me?” she asked, glancing back and forth between us.
 
   My mouth was full of food, so Taylor answered before I could. “I have more work than Jordan, but I’ll watch you guys play.”
 
   “Well, we could always take turns if you decide you want to play,” she told Taylor, looking entirely pleased at the prospect of our activity. “I’ll go set it up while you finish eating.”
 
   Once she was out of sight Taylor and I looked at each other, both of us laughing in complete bewilderment. After we’d finished our food we met her in the living room, where she was sitting on the couch with two controllers in hand, waiting for us. While Taylor sat down at the far end of the couch and spread her papers out over the coffee table I took a seat beside my mother, and grabbed the controller she was handing me.
 
   She didn’t waste a second in starting the game, and before I knew it I was following her through the first level, jumping on turtles and collecting coins. She was getting really into it too, gasping when she or I lost a life, leaning forward intensely at the difficult parts, and nearly yelling instructions or exclamations when we got to the stressful boss-levels. The way she was acting started getting me riled up as well. Every once in a while my hands grew tired because I was clenching the remote too tightly, and a couple times I let out an expletive, which thankfully she just laughed off. Taylor clearly found our behavior amusing, because I could see her looking up at the television screen more often than she worked on the schedules.
 
   “Geez, Mom, how often do you play?” I asked when we breezed through a level because she killed all the bad guys like she’d done it a million times before. “You’re really good at this.”
 
   “I’ll have you know,” she started in a playfully defensive tone, stopping short when the distraction almost caused her to jump into a hole. “I used to be very good at games when I was young.”
 
   I followed her character across the screen, carelessly breaking bricks for coins along the way. “Is that right?”
 
   She nodded with a pleased smile. “Your father spent a whole year trying to beat my Pac-Man score in high school.”
 
   “Did he beat it?” I asked, and couldn’t help but laugh when my mother shook her head.
 
   “Oh!” she exclaimed, leaning forward again excitedly, and then quieting her voice because Justin was still sleeping. “We made it to another big boss.” Bowser came on the screen, spitting fireballs at us right away. “Look out!” my mother cried instinctively when I ducked instead of jumped, and lost a life because of it. “Jump,” she said, this time in unison with her character, and every time she said something her voice got louder with urgency, but she was laughing as though she knew she was getting too hilariously involved. “Jump! Jump!” We were starting to lose, and she scooted forward in her seat like it would help her play better. “Jump! Hit him!” I died then, and she let out a worried breath. “Come on, get him,” she urged her character. But a moment later she died too, and shocked by it she let out a disappointed shriek. “Oh, shoot!”
 
   I was laughing erratically, even more amused when I heard Taylor snort. While I put my controller down to give my hands a rest Justin came in, rubbing his eyes tiredly.
 
   “Hi,” he said to Taylor and I, and crawled up into my lap to lay his head on my shoulder like he wanted to go back to sleep.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie,” my mother said, running her hand over his head. “Did I wake you up?”
 
   Justin nodded while he turned around so he was sitting in my lap and facing forward, and then he leaned his head back against me. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Playing Mario with Jordan,” my mother told him. “Do you want to play?” Justin shook his head, so she looked at me. “Want to keep playing?”
 
   “Let me take a little break,” I answered, and then thought of a better idea. “You know what, why don’t you play with Taylor now?”
 
   My mother glanced at Taylor to see if that was okay, and when Taylor nodded I passed over the control. They started where my mother and I had left off, losing once more but beating the level on their second try. As I watched, I couldn’t help but wonder if spectating had been this entertaining for Taylor. My mother was acting the same way, and while Taylor was more verbally reserved, she leaned forward more than my mother did, tapping fiercely at the buttons and jerking the remote up and down and side-to-side.
 
   “So, Jordan,” my mom said as her and Taylor started another level. “I’ve been meaning to ask what you and Taylor are doing for Christmas.”
 
   “Um, I don’t know,” I answered. “We haven’t really talked about it yet.”
 
   “If you’d like, we’d love to have you guys come here.” She spared a quick look over at me before returning her gaze on the game. “The whole family is coming here this year.”
 
   “Oh,” was all I could say through the surprise at the proposal. Christmas was less than a month away, and I hadn’t been expecting her to mention it at all seeing as she hadn’t even hinted that she realized it was coming up. We’d just passed Thanksgiving, and she hadn’t said anything about that either.
 
   I studied at Taylor, giving her a chance to shake her head if she didn’t want to come, but she just shrugged and said, “whatever you want to do.” She leaned forward, tapping the buttons for a few seconds before relaxing and sitting back.
 
   “Okay, I guess we could come here,” I told my mother.
 
   “Great! And what would you two like from Santa?” she asked, looking over at me again to wink because Justin was still sitting in my lap.
 
   Now I really didn’t know what to say. Not only did she want us to come over for Christmas, but she also wanted to get us gifts. It had been years since I’d even spent a holiday with the family, let alone received a gift from one of them – besides Jamie of course.
 
   Realizing I’d been silently staring at my mother for an inappropriately long time, I answered uncomfortably, “I’m not sure. We’ll let you know.”
 
   “Mommy, you’re good!” Justin exclaimed with his eyes focused on the video game, interrupting whatever response my mother was about to give.
 
   My mother smiled and said ‘thanks,’ and with her attention once again returned to the TV I sank anxiously into my seat. There was that fear again, of letting my mother get too close. Bonding over video games was easy, it was when she made these kinds of simple, heartfelt requests that I worried it wasn’t real. I knew my mother was getting comfortable having Taylor and I around, and I knew the family didn’t care about the nature of our relationship, but this was just another example of the ways my mother had been changing lately. I just wasn’t sure how long it would take me to start accepting it, or if I even could.
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   December 14
 
    
 
   “Let’s go, slowpoke!” I hollered at Victoria through the rolled down passenger window of my car. I was picking her up from her house so that we could go and visit Justin. It wasn’t too big a deal that we were running late, but I knew he was excited and expecting us.
 
   She practically jogged up to the window. “Pop the trunk.”
 
   I did as she asked, noting the full duffel bag she was holding in her hands, wondering what was in it and what it was for. When she finally got into the passenger seat I pulled away from the curb.
 
   “What’s the bag for?”
 
   She waited until she was done buckling her seatbelt to give me a coyly uninterested smile. “Nothing. Are your parents making food? I’m starving.”
 
   Of course I was curious, but I could never get Victoria to tell me things when she was set on keeping it a secret. I still gave her a scrunched up glare before answering her question. “Yeah, and Jamie and Cameron left work early to go over too.”
 
   “Mhm,” she mumbled almost too casually, immediately changing the subject. “When’s Taylor’s first game?”
 
   “Really early tomorrow morning,” I answered. “They’re live broadcasting the games online.”
 
   Taylor had left a week ago so she could start training with her team just before the national tournament. The games started tomorrow, and I promised her I’d watch every one on the Internet.
 
   “That’s cool, that’s cool,” Victoria said, nodding her head indifferently.
 
   I chuckled, curious about her behavior. If I didn’t know any better, she seemed kind of excited. Maybe even a little jumpy, seeing as she kept glancing over at me and then to random places we were driving past. She even looked over and gave a nervous laugh when I chuckled. Definitely interesting. I didn’t get to ask or make fun of her though, because my phone started ringing.
 
   “Hello?” I said, putting the phone to my ear.
 
   “Hey, Jordan, it’s me,” my mother said, “are you almost here?”
 
   “We’re about ten minutes away. Why?”
 
   “I promised your brother I’d get him some soda as a treat when I went to the grocery store earlier today, and I plain forgot.” She sighed, and in the background I could hear Justin yell ‘Sprite.’ “Would you be able to pick some up?”
 
   I immediately made a right turn into a shopping center, since we were just passing a grocery store. “Sure, I don’t mind.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” she said gratefully, smile present in her voice as I pulled into a parking spot in front of the store.
 
   “Is there anything else you want me to get?” I asked, Victoria following my lead while I got out of the car and started for the entrance.
 
   “That’s it, thanks.” Her voice got further away for a second as I could hear her shushing Justin, who’d grown loudly excited when he heard I was getting him soda.
 
   “No problem,” I said, grabbing a box of soda cans from the ones stacked right near the entrance, already on my way to the cashier.
 
   “Alright,” she said, and when I ‘mhm’ed, waiting for her to say bye, she added, “love you.”
 
   I instinctively stopped walking, and my heart nearly dropped to the floor. Hell, I almost dropped the entire box of soda cans. “What?” I’d heard what she said, but maybe she’d just said it on accident, out of habit from talking to my dad or Jamie on the phone. Maybe she slipped and wanted to take it back.
 
   “Love you,” she repeated, as though it were the easiest thing in the world for her to say.
 
   If only it were the easiest thing for me to hear. I still couldn’t believe it. Victoria had stopped and was looking at me worriedly. My face must have been pale. The cashier was looking at me too, since I was standing at the beginning of the line in front of the register. I just couldn’t bring myself to move quite yet. Seven years ago, in high school on one of my mother’s random and rare emotional days, that was the last time I’d heard those words from her. Frankly, I felt lightheaded.
 
   I’d been dead quiet for so long now that Victoria grabbed the box and my wallet from me, and started to pay so we could leave. “Okay,” I squeaked into the phone. Even that was difficult, and once my mother said ‘bye,’ I hung up.
 
   It took me another second, along with a waving prompt from Victoria, to get my feet moving again.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asked while I followed her back out to the car.
 
   We reached the vehicle and I put my arms on the roof, taking deep and calming breaths while I looked across at her. “She said ‘love you.’” Even saying that much put me on the verge of a panic attack. Granted, my mother and I had been making progress at rebuilding our relationship, but that was too much. I couldn’t handle it.
 
   “Your mom?” Victoria clarified, eyebrows furrowed in surprise.
 
   I nodded, taking another excessive breath, trying to rid the tightness in my chest. My mind was numb, and there was this overwhelming and unidentifiable emotion overpowering my stomach. I couldn’t tell if it was good or bad, all I knew was that I wasn’t ready for it.
 
   “Do you have any idea how long it’s been since she said that to me?” I asked rhetorically. Honestly, I hadn’t been expecting to ever hear it again.
 
   Victoria was watching me closely, obviously concerned I might have a breakdown. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   I took one final, deep breath. “Yeah,” I told her, stretching my neck in an attempt to shake it off as I opened the door of the car. “I’m fine.”
 
   Lies. That’s what it was. Manipulation. It had to be. My mother thought being overly nice and saying those things would put her on the fast track to forgiveness. Maybe the pastor at church had been giving some sermons lately that had been making her feel guilty. Or maybe Jamie was even forcing her – it wouldn’t be the first time. Whatever it was, I just couldn’t believe that she truly meant it. It was too real, and those were the kinds of words that you can’t take back. Those were the kinds of words you say when you’re serious about caring for someone. I didn’t want to think she really cared about me yet, not that much.
 
   Victoria knew I was shaken, because she didn’t say another word to me the rest of the drive to my parents’ house. Once we got there it seemed like it took me hours just to walk up to the door. The second I pushed it open Justin came running from the living room, a huge grin on his face.
 
   “Soda?” he practically yelled with excitement, stopping in front of Victoria and I.
 
   I’d put the box behind my back when I saw him coming, and just to tease him I raised one eyebrow. “What soda?”
 
   Justin squinted at me, pointing his index finger scoldingly. “I know you got me Sprite, Joh-din.”
 
   “Oh, this soda?” I pulled the box from behind my back, and his eyes lit up as he took it from me.
 
   “Hello,” my mother said, coming around the corner from the kitchen and chuckling when she passed Justin who, because he couldn’t carry the box of soda, was dragging it across the floor.
 
   “Hey, Mrs. Marshall,” Victoria greeted her with a friendly hug.
 
   I tensed up at just the thought of hugging my mother, so shoving my hands in my pockets I offered an awkward, “hi.”
 
   My mother had been moving away from Victoria and toward me to give me a hug, but at my hesitant hello she stopped, cleared her throat uncomfortably, and motioned for us to follow her into the kitchen. When we got there Justin had already managed to rip a large hole in the top of the box, and was in the process of scooting a chair toward the cabinets so he could reach a cup for his drink. I laughed and picked him up, and when I did he started squirming, reaching toward the cupboard.
 
   “Look at him,” I told Victoria, who chuckled when I sat a still struggling Justin on top of the counter. “He’s a sodaholic.”
 
   Once I set him down he peered around me at my mother, who’d strode to the cabinet he was trying to get to. “Did you tell Jordan thank you?” she asked him while she reached for a cup.
 
   “Thanks, Joh-din,” Justin said, throwing his arms around me in an exaggerated hug. I laughed, surprised at how tight his embrace actually was and by how much stronger he was getting.
 
   “You’re welcome, buddy,” I told him, and glancing around the kitchen somewhat uncomfortably, asked my mother, “Jamie and Cameron are here already, right?”
 
   “They’re outside keeping your father company,” she answered, opening a can of soda and pouring it into the cup for Justin. “He’s grilling some burgers for lunch.”
 
   “I want to go play outside,” Justin said, scooting to the edge of the counter with his cup in his hands.
 
   I picked him up and led the way outside with him in my arms. When I set him down on the grass he tried to run off to his play set, but my mother caught him and struggled to get a coat on him before letting him go.
 
   “He’s got so much energy lately,” I mused as Victoria, my mother, and I took seats on the patio chairs near the grill. Then I nodded toward Jamie and Cameron. “Hey, guys.”
 
   “Jordan,” my dad said, flipping a burger with the spatula in his hand. “How’s Taylor doing in Phoenix?”
 
   “Fine,” I told him, noting what a curiously good mood he was in. “She said her team’s looking really good.”
 
   “That’s great,” my mom chimed in happily. “We’ve all missed her around here, especially your brother.”
 
   I glanced around, not really sure how to respond to that. “Thanks,” I said eventually. With my mother’s words still ringing in my mind, I was entirely uncomfortable with her being even remotely nice. It felt like she was pushing it. Pushing me. “Justin’s looking really good lately, huh?” I changed the subject.
 
   My mother nodded. “You wouldn’t even know he was sick, and he’s getting older. When he gets better and goes back to school it’s going to be so quiet. I’ll miss having children around.” She paused thoughtfully, eyes widening happily when she looked toward Jamie and Cameron. “That’s why you guys need to get to work.”
 
   “Mom!” Jamie exclaimed, cheeks tinting red while the rest of us, including Cameron, laughed in amusement. “We barely just got married.”
 
   “Well, I’m just saying,” she said casually, her eyes falling  on me. “Do you and Taylor want kids?”
 
   I could feel my face flush redder than even Jamie’s, and I heard Victoria snort with laughter. “I-uh,” I stammered nervously. She was doing it again. Acknowledging how serious and real Taylor and I were like it was the easiest thing for her. As though she’d never had a problem with it. “Yeah, we do.”
 
   “What about you, Victoria?” my mother continued aimlessly. The only hint that she knew the effect she was having on me today was evident in how her gaze lingered on me for a brief moment before moving to Victoria. “Are you still with that boy?”
 
   “Austin, yeah,” Victoria answered. “Still going strong, but sorry, I’m not having kids until I’m at least thirty.”
 
   “Oh,” my mother said, sounding playfully disappointed. “Well, the responsibility falls on you two then, I need little ones running around here.” She looked back and forth between Jamie and I. “And you and Taylor better get married soon so my little grandbaby has a cousin to play with.”
 
   She was obviously joking, and everyone else was chuckling along, but it was that she was being so light about everything that finally got to me. I couldn’t take any more of it, especially because of what she’d said. “I need water,” I said quietly, pushing out of my chair to compose myself in the safety of the house.
 
   I made my way inside and to the kitchen, grabbing a cup out of the cabinet and filling it with water. I took a few sips and then set it down, leaning with my hands against the edge of the counter while I tried to get over my near emotional hysteria. As I took a few breaths I heard some footsteps enter the kitchen behind me, and I thought it was Victoria coming to console me.
 
   “Vic, I can’t–” But I stopped short when I turned and it wasn’t Victoria. It was my mother. I stared at her for a few seconds before turning back around, unable to face her just yet.
 
   “Have I upset you?” she asked timidly.
 
   I swung around, a sudden and frantic exasperation exceeding my discomfort. “You know what, just stop it, okay?” I said, sounding angrier than I’d meant to. Because it wasn’t anger I felt. It was fear.
 
   “Stop?” she repeated. “I’m sorry. What did I do?”
 
   “You’re being too nice all the time!” I yelled, holding my hands out like I was begging her to put me out of my misery. “Stop always talking about how much you like Taylor, and asking questions about us like you care. You don’t care, you never cared.” I could feel tears stinging my eyes in my desperation to understand, but I held them back. “Stop acting so happy to see me all the time and like it doesn’t make you uncomfortable that I’m gay.” I expected her to flinch at mention of my sexuality, just like she always used to, but she didn’t seem fazed when I said it. So I said it again, hoping to get a reaction out of her, to prove right all these overwhelming fears. “I’m gay, Mom! I’m gay. A lesbian!” Still she watched me with an unwavering look of concern. No discomfort or disgust. Nothing but affection. The tears welled up then, and the first one fell down my cheek. “I know you didn’t mean to say ‘I love you.’ Just take it back. I know it was a mistake. Take it back.”
 
   “Is that what I did wrong? Told you I loved you?” she asked, taking a step forward, a look in her eyes like she wanted to hug me. “Saying it wasn’t a mistake, Jordan. My mistake has been not saying it every day of your life.” She took another step forward, and then another, and when she spoke again her voice sounded wet. “Jamie and Justin, they know how much your father and I love them. But when I woke up this morning it dawned on me that you had no idea, and I resolved to tell you today.” I refused to look up at her, to let her see the tears streaming down my face, but a moment later her arms wrapped around my shoulders. “It kills me to know I hurt you so deeply that now that I’ve said it, you don’t even believe me.”
 
   With the next inhaled breath I took, I started blubbering. I broke down, burying my face into her shoulder, sobbing. “I love you,” she said, rubbing my back soothingly. “I love Taylor. I love that you’re a lesbian and that you’ve found the kind of relationship most people only dream about.”
 
   I didn’t even know what to say, probably wouldn’t have been able to say anything because I was crying so hard. My mother let me stay there, trying to comfort me for a couple minutes before she spoke again.
 
   “I’m not asking you to forgive me,” she said. “I pray that one day you will, but I’m okay with it being on your time. I just don’t ever want you to doubt how much your father and I care about you.”
 
   I still couldn’t bring myself to return the affection, but something about the motherly way she was comforting me made it impossible to pull away. It was what I’d always wanted. “You’re really okay…” I paused, sniffling and searching for the right words. “With me?”
 
   “I’m so flawed, Jordan,” she said, stopping to swallow back her own tears. “You need to know that you were never rejected because there was something wrong with you, or because you weren’t good enough, but because I wasn’t good enough. Okay? Can you accept that?”
 
   I finally met her gaze, and she was being so sincere, sounding so hurt for me, that I couldn’t let her think she was awful. “You’re not that bad.”
 
   “You’re just being nice,” she chuckled knowingly, making me laugh through tearful sobs. “I’m going to start telling you on a regular basis that I love you. All you kids could do to hear it more. Would you be comfortable with that?”
 
   She scanned my face while I considered the fact that she was even asking me if it was okay. It would take some getting used to, that’s for sure. And I wasn’t near ready to start saying those words back, but I could accept it, especially because she seemed so sure. When I nodded she pulled me into another tight hug, and for the first time, with her arms wrapped around my shoulders and the tears finally dwindling, I found it in me to return the embrace. I didn’t even mind it when the hug lasted for almost a minute, because I knew it was real, and I was no longer afraid.
 
   “The burgers are probably done now,” she said eventually, pulling away from the hug. “Should we go get some lunch?”
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute,” I told her, wanting to make sure it didn’t look like I’d been bawling when I finally went out.
 
   She watched me for a few seconds with a seemingly thankful smile, and after giving my arm an affectionate rub she went back outside. Once she was gone I went into the bathroom down the hall, just to make sure my eyes weren’t too red. It took a little while, but eventually I felt comfortable going back outside. It was surprising to me, but I felt a lot better knowing that on some level, my mother understood my fears without even needing to be told. I felt reassured that her change was permanent, and I didn’t need to worry that someday she’d decide she really wasn’t okay with me.
 
   Lunch went by fast and in a much more blissful mood than before, and before I knew it Victoria stood up from her chair like she was ready to leave. “It’s been fun folks. Mr. Marshall, thank you for the burgers.” She had a smug smile on her face. “But Jordan and I have somewhere to be.”
 
   Having been completely unaware we had any plans aside from lunch at my parents’, I looked up at her in shock. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Phoenix,” she grinned, pulling me out of my seat.
 
   “What?” I blurted, still surprised even though it was starting to make sense – her duffel bag in the trunk, and her and Taylor’s secretiveness not too long ago. No doubt Taylor had even packed a bag for me and taken it with her already, as I seemed to have been missing a couple of my favorite shirts this last week. “I wasn’t going to go though,” I told Victoria in slight protest. “Justin gets his results on Sunday.”
 
   “Your girlfriend is playing in the biggest tournament of her life this weekend,” Victoria said, putting her hands on her hips. “You can’t not go.”
 
   “Well, but,” I stuttered, still trying to wrap my mind around the unexpected notion of a road trip.
 
   “Go,” my dad said, waving for us to leave.
 
   “Yeah,” my mother agreed. “We’ll call you the second we get his results.”
 
   I continued to look back and forth between my parents and Victoria, not sure what I should do.
 
   “Look at the kid,” Victoria said, pointing to Justin, who was bouncing up and down in his seat, nibbling on a cookie. “Just look at him and tell me you aren’t expecting good news on Sunday. He’ll be fine without you for a couple days. Taylor needs cheerleaders.” I chuckled, my mouth turning into a wide grin as I began to make up my mind. Victoria knew what that look meant. “Bye everybody.” She waved, already dragging me toward the door.
 
   “Don’t forget to call me!” I shouted to my parents, nearly stumbling while Victoria pulled me by the arm.
 
   “Have fun!” Jamie yelled after us.
 
   As we made our way to the car Victoria gave me an accomplished grin, and I couldn’t help but give her a good-natured shove. I guess we were going to Phoenix.
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   “Woo, Taylor!” Victoria shouted, cupping her hands to direct her voice over the top of the hockey rink’s glass.
 
   Taylor’s team had made it all the way to the championship game, and we were both wearing one of her club jerseys to represent. They were only warming up right now, and hearing us yell her name Taylor did a slow skate by the boards, giving us the biggest smile I’d ever seen. When under the cage of her helmet I could see her eyes meet mine, I blew her a playful kiss.
 
   Upon arriving here the other day I found I was correct at assuming Taylor had packed a bag for me, it was waiting in the room when we got there. At first I’d been apprehensive, not wanting to miss Justin’s test results, but I was glad Victoria had gotten me to come. Taylor seemed too excited for words when we arrived, and the games had been spectacular to watch.
 
   I definitely wouldn’t have wanted to miss this championship game for the world. They were playing Spain, a team that Taylor had seemed worried about when we got chances to watch other games during her breaks. With the start of the game, while the players lined up for the first face off, I pulled my cell phone out to check it again. It was already four o’clock in the afternoon, and Justin’s appointment had been early this morning. They hadn’t called me yet to tell me how it went, and seeing as I’d expected to hear good news right away, it was starting to worry me.
 
   I put my phone away to watch the drop of the puck, Spain gaining immediate possession. I’d already watched plenty of games, but it still surprised me how much more fast-paced these ones were than even the most important games I’d ever played. It also impressed me every time how easily Taylor not only kept up, but even exceled against certain players. She was out there now, and even though Spain passed often enough to keep my eyes constantly moving, her defense was solid. Her team played together like they’d known each other for years, even though they’d only been practicing for a week.
 
   When Taylor’s shift was over I inconspicuously pulled my phone out to check it again, just in cased I missed a call. Victoria noticed, and held her hand out for it. “Give it to me.”
 
   “They haven’t called yet,” I whined, but when she motioned for it again I handed it over.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” she told me, putting the phone into her own pocket. “I’m sure there’s a good reason.”
 
   “Yeah, like he’s dying in a hospital room.” I scowled indignantly.
 
   “Geez, could you be a little more morbid?” She laughed despite my expression. “They’re probably busy celebrating because he’s cancer free. Until then, focus on the game.”
 
   I sighed, knowing it would be harder to concentrate now that I didn’t have my phone, but turned my attention to the rink anyway. Halfway through the first period neither team had scored, and they were both looking exhausted already. USA called a time out, and I took the opportunity to look over at Victoria.
 
   “Anything yet?” I asked, making a deliberate glance toward the pocket my cell phone was in.
 
   She took it out and handed it to me, and when I saw that there was no missed call, I dialed my mom’s number. It rang twice before I heard a tiny voice.
 
   “Who are you calling?” It was Justin, and it took me a second to realize the sound was coming from beside me, and not through the phone.
 
   “Oh my God!” I shrieked, pulling the toddler into my lap to give him a hug. That’s when I saw the rest of my family – Mom, Dad, and Jamie and Cameron – coming up the bleachers to sit with Victoria and I. “What are you guys doing here?”
 
   “I’m watching some hockey,” Cameron said, already holding a giant soft pretzel in his hand.
 
   “No way we were going to miss Taylor’s big game,” my mother said, taking the seat right next to me.
 
   Victoria leaned over to wave at them. “Glad you made it in time.”
 
   “You knew they were coming?” I hollered in shock, pushing her shoulder.
 
   “We wanted to surprise you,” my dad said happily.
 
   “And Taylor,” my mother added. Then she stood, shouting over the glass as the teams made their way back to the faceoff circle. “Go Taylor!”
 
   Taylor heard her yell, and grinned as her eyes focused on us. She waved briefly before getting ready for the drop of the puck. When my mother sat back down I stared at her expectantly, waiting until I caught her gaze.
 
   “Well?” I asked, motioning to the toddler in my lap. “The results?”
 
   My mother couldn’t contain her smile. “He got cleared for the final stage of treatment.”
 
   I shrieked again, and tickled furiously at Justin’s ribs to hear him giggle. The third stage of treatment meant his cancer was virtually gone, and they would just keep giving him medicine for a few years so it wouldn’t come back. There was nothing that could make me happier, and it showed as I stood Justin on my knees and helped him cheer for Taylor’s team. He even had the people behind us laughing when he developed a dance to go along with his cheer, shaking his hips while he yelled ‘B-E-C-K-SSSSSSS, Becks!’
 
   The first period ended still without either team having scored, and I could tell already that this last period was going to be stressful. As if to prove me right, hardly three minutes into it one of the girls on Taylor’s team collided with a girl from Spain, and the referee’s hand shot up.
 
   “What!” Victoria yelled, since the penalty had been called against USA. “That wasn’t a penalty!”
 
   “Seventeen white,” said the voice over the loudspeaker. “Two minutes, roughing.”
 
   When everyone on our side of the stands starting booing, Justin understood, and pointed at the rink, yelling, “you suck ref!”
 
   I was as frustrated at the call as everyone else, but when he said that I couldn’t keep from bursting into laughter. “Where did you learn that?” I asked him, laughing so hard I could barely breathe.
 
   “Who do you think?” my mother answered for him, making a deliberate nod toward my dad.
 
   That penalty was exactly what Spain needed to score, and I shook my head as their side of the scoreboard displayed the goal. After that I cheered until my lungs were sore, trying along with everyone else to motivate USA enough that they could score. It was the loudest, most intensely stressful game I’d ever watched, but Spain played like hell to keep their lead. Taylor’s team hadn’t scored by the end, but that didn’t stop everyone from cheering when the buzzer for the end of the game went off. Silver in a world tournament was something to be proud of.
 
   We crowded the rink with the rest of the fans, taking pictures of Taylor’s team and the medals they got. After we’d taken more than enough photos we got off the rink to wait until Taylor could break away. It took a good fifteen minutes, but eventually she found her way to us, and didn’t waste a second in wrapping her arms around my waist and lifting me off the ground.
 
   “You played like a champion,” I told her, feeling completely at ease to give her a long, congratulatory kiss, even if my parents were standing there.
 
   “Congratulations, Taylor,” my mother said, and everyone else repeated it to her as well.
 
   “Thanks.” The grin on her face was growing by the second, but she looked modestly shy what with all the celebrating going on. “Thanks for coming.”
 
   “Tayloh! Tayloh!” Justin hollered, tugging at her hockey pants.
 
   Chuckling, she took the medal off her neck to put it on his, and then picked him up to give him a hug. “Hey, buddy.”
 
   “Ew!” he giggled, pulling away from the hug even though she was still holding him. “You’re sweaty.” Taylor apologized, but teased by squeezing him even tighter. Once he stopped squirming he pulled back again to look at her excitedly. “Tayloh, guess what.” She raised her eyebrows questioningly. “I’m not sick anymore, so I could play hockey with you now.”
 
   Her eyes widened with surprise, and she looked at me for explanation.
 
   “He’s starting his final round of treatment,” I told her.
 
   “That’s amazing,” she said joyfully. She flipped Justin upside down, spinning him around playfully. “Yay!”
 
   “How about some dinner?” my dad asked once Taylor stopped twirling Justin. “On us.”
 
   “I’m starving,” Taylor agreed while Victoria and I nodded vigorously. “I need to go change, I’ll meet you at the car.”
 
   While she went to go take her gear off I followed the rest of my family out to the parking lot. My parents went ahead with Jamie and Cameron to get a table before everyone else who was celebrating could get there, leaving us to wait for Taylor with Justin. By the time we got there my parents already had a booth, and I sat down between Justin and Taylor.
 
   “Taylor,” my mother said once we got comfortable. “You guys are so fast out there. I don’t think I could even stand on those skates.”
 
   Taylor laughed in flattered amusement. “You’ll have to come with Justin sometime and skate with us.”
 
   My mother looked a little scared at the thought, but nodded regardless. “I might just do that.”
 
   It was amazing to me how every single person at our table was in high spirits. We talked about the game, telling Taylor about all the awesome plays and about Justin’s referee shaming. We laughed and joked the entire meal, and even stuck around for dessert, enjoying ourselves far too much to realize how long we were sitting there. By the time dinner was done it had been at least two hours, and we were all stuffed and ready to leave.
 
   What made me even more grateful for my family coming was that they’d barely just arrived, and Taylor’s games were already over and they were about to make the trip back home. That included Victoria and I – Taylor had given one of her teammates a ride to the tournament so there was no room for me to drive home with her. Plus, she had to stick around the rink for another day to support the men’s team, who’d made it to the championships in their league.
 
   After taking care of the bill every one of us staggered out to the parking lot, drunk on nothing but joy and celebration. At Justin’s eager insistence, my parents gave him permission to ride home with Vitoria and I. Taylor was carrying him in her arms as she walked us to the car, having to say goodbye for the time being.
 
   “See you, Taylor,” Victoria waved, opening the passenger door of my car. “Congratulations.”
 
   Taylor smiled gratefully, and then Victoria closed the door, waiting patiently in the car so Taylor and I could have our first moment alone in days. Well, almost alone, seeing as Taylor was still carrying Justin.
 
   “I’ll see you soon, buddy,” Taylor told him, tightening her arms around him to give him a parting hug.
 
   “Okay.” He returned the embrace, and allowed Taylor to drop him through the back door I’d opened. “Bye.”
 
   She closed the door, leaning back against it and immediately setting her hands on my hips to pull me against her. “Have I told you how grateful I am that you came?”
 
   “Oh,” I started teasingly, “you mean that Victoria kidnapped me? I’m pretty sure she would’ve thrown me in the trunk if she had to. How much did you pay her?” Taylor laughed, her only other response the sarcastic rolling of her eyes. “You have,” I answered more seriously, and lifted my arms to set them over her shoulders. “And again, you’re welcome.”
 
   She smiled thankfully, and while her eyes dropped to my lips she took in a deep breath, as if suddenly growing nervous. I would’ve thought she was nervous about kissing me if we hadn’t been together for nearly a year.
 
   “Um,” she began hesitantly. “So, I wanted to ask you something.” I nodded, ready for the question. “And I wanted to ask right now so that you don’t have to answer now if you don’t want to. You can think about it.”
 
   My eyebrows furrowed, wondering at the severity of what she was about to ask. “Okay…”
 
   “I don’t know how to,” she stopped to sigh anxiously, eyes looking anywhere but at me. “I’m just going to…” Finally she met my gaze, spitting out the question before she could lose the nerve. “Do you want to move in with me?”
 
   My lips curled into an instant smile, and I couldn’t help but laugh at how terrified she’d been to ask. “Move in with you?” If anyone had asked I would’ve said we already lived together – we spent all our nights together. I just assumed she meant to make it official, as in we’d both agree that we were living together.
 
   “Yeah.” Even in the dim light of the nearby streetlamp I could tell she was blushing. “I mean, not your sister’s house, and I’ll finally move out of the rink.” Her hands ran up my sides, a nervous and momentary gesture. “I mean our own place.”
 
   “Our own place?” I repeated, finally grasping the full weight and realizing why she was so nervous. It put this giddy excitement in my stomach, like when she got me a puppy, and when she told me she loved me. But seeing as I could never resist teasing her, I asked seriously, “what about Taz? Don’t you want to live with him too?”
 
   “Yeah, of course,” she mumbled, cheeks shading even darker as her brown eyes scanned my face. “I mean, you do want him to live with us too, right?” My lips curled a little more at her nervous blubbering. “I thought you’d want to, but I’m okay with whatever you want.” My grin widened, and at this point I was having a hard time holding back laughter. “Of course that’s only if you’re ready for it…” Then she realized how difficult it was for me to keep my giggling at bay, and rolling her eyes once more she sighed with playful exasperation, “do you want to think about it or not?”
 
   I grabbed her face in my hands, not bothering to keep from laughing anymore. “If you promise to be this cute every single day I don’t even need to think about it.”
 
   She tsk-ed with feigned offense. “I’m already this cute every d-”
 
   I cut her off with a kiss, too blissfully happy with her request to let her finish. She wanted to move in with me. As in actually live with me, just me. Before I met Taylor, the mere thought of a relationship scared the shit out of me. Now, the prospect of taking the next step with her filled me with excitement. It pulled my lips into a grin so wide I could barely continue kissing her.
 
   “So that’s a yes?” Taylor asked, still blushing but reading my answer well enough in my expression that she was smiling too.
 
   I nodded, tightening my arms around her neck. “It’s a resounding yes.”
 
   Her arms wrapped around me to return the embrace, and I could tell by the strength of the hug just how excited she was about it too. And by the fact that she wouldn’t let me go, not until Victoria cracked her door open so we could hear her, and called, “seriously, you’ll see her tomorrow night!”
 
   Taylor chuckled, finally releasing me after planting one last peck on my lips. “I love you.”
 
   Hearing those words from Taylor still had such a profound effect on me that I nearly giggled, “love you too.”
 
   I was still grinning wildly when I got into the driver’s seat, and after Taylor had closed the door for me and strode away to her own car I leaned my head back against the headrest, just to marvel at the feeling for one more minute.
 
   It ended up only being about thirty seconds, because Victoria piped up from the passenger seat. “Forget how to start the engine?”
 
   I glanced at her out the corner of my eye, laughing while I stuck the key into the ignition. I’d tell Victoria about it later, but right now I wanted to rejoice in my giddy excitement all on my own.
 
   The way my life had been going hardly a year ago, I didn’t think it was ever in the cards for me to have a normal relationship, or even a normal family. But I’ll be damned if things can’t change. Taylor wasn’t interfering with my satisfactory unhappiness anymore. I was happy. Completely, impossibly, out-of-this-world happy.
 
    
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
Contents





