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Let’s Jam

Roller Derby Romance: Book 2

Diana Morland


Chapter 1




Gayle stared into the mirror, a lipstick tube in each hand, trying to decide which would go better with the rest of her makeup, her outfit, and the occasion.

She didn’t know why this was so hard. No one was going to care what lipstick she wore. It was her team captain’s birthday party; they would all be talking and having a good time, eating and drinking. Her lipstick would probably come off after twenty minutes anyway. The bright stuff she wore for derby was meant to stand out, but most likely no one would even notice today’s makeup.

She looked at the lipsticks again.

The pinker one was her favorite. She carefully applied it and stepped back from the mirror to admire the effect. It looked good with her pale skin and short-cropped dark hair. Did it look good enough?

She shook her head at her reflection. If she was honest with herself, she knew exactly why this was so difficult for her, and exactly why she should stop worrying.

She’d had a crush on Shelly, the team captain, for months. Maybe for years. Actually, it had probably started the day Gayle had arrived for her first roller-derby tryout with Monstrous Regiment and seen Shelly with her cheerful grin, her calm competence, and her ruthless competition on the derby track.

But Gayle couldn’t do anything about it, of course. If Shelly hadn’t noticed her crush after a year and a half, then nothing she could do now was going to make it obvious. Short of announcing her undying affection, of course, and she was never going to do that.

Anyway, the crush was totally inappropriate and was probably just based on the fact that Shelly was her team captain. It was the mothering, that was all.

She opened the bathroom door, slipping her lipstick into her pocket. Her dog, Kirk, who had been waiting just outside the door, panted at her and wagged his tail so hard it hit the floor.

She grinned. Kirk could always make her feel better when she was feeling sorry for herself. She patted his reddish-gold, furry head. “What do you think, Kirky? Should I tell Shelly I like her?”

Pant, pant, pant. Wag, wag, wag. “You’re right,” Gayle said. “That would be ridiculous. You be good for Madison, okay?”

She headed down the stairs. Kirk followed her, thumping on each step. Madison, one of Gayle’s three housemates, was sitting on the couch, watching something on TV. She looked up as Gayle came into the living room. “You look nice.”

“Oh. Thanks.” Gayle was a little embarrassed, but still pleased. She’d tried hard not to look like she was trying too hard, so ‘nice’ was about the perfect compliment.

“How long do you think you’ll be out?”

“A few hours? It’s hard to say. I don’t know how many other people I know will be there. I’ll walk him when I get back.”

“It’s cool, I’ll walk him if you’re out late. C’mere, Kirk.” Madison patted the couch next to her. Kirk happily jumped up, curling up next to her; he was a medium-sized dog, but surprisingly compact when he wanted to sit on the couch. He stared at Gayle, though, as if expecting her to join him on the other side.

“Be good,” Gayle said again to Kirk, grabbing her keys where they hung by the door. “Okay. See you later, Mads.”

“Have a good time,” Madison called after Gayle as she walked out the door.

Gayle was just glad Shelly didn’t live too far away. Of course, with all the small, local derby teams in the city, they didn’t tend to get too spread out. Gayle had a car, but wasn’t too fond of driving, and today she could take the bus.

Before long, she was walking up to Shelly’s cute townhouse. She’d been here before—but only once—with the other girls from the team to talk derby strategy. It was strange to be coming up to the house on her own, but she reminded herself that there would be lots of other people there to celebrate Shelly’s birthday. It was a big milestone, after all.

Gayle knocked on the door, and in that split second, realized with utter panic that she’d forgotten to bring a gift. How could she be so stupid? Shelly deserved gifts—she deserved all kinds of things. But what on earth could she possibly want that Gayle could get her?

Before she could change her mind and run away, possibly to purchase a gift and possibly just to go home and hide in her room with her dog, the door opened. “Gayle!” Shelly said with a huge grin. “Awesome, you’re the first one here!”

“I am?” That was not ideal. Part of Gayle screamed that it was, but it wasn’t a part she let out very often.

“Yeah, come in! I guess you’re a little bit early, but it’s fine. I’m almost ready.” Shelly stepped back, pulling the door open to let Gayle through. She walked in, feeling a little bit awkward about her broad shoulders—but then she always did, outside of roller derby. Shelly hadn’t stepped back all the way; they brushed so close together that she could feel Shelly’s body heat. It wasn’t quite touching, but it still made all the hairs on Gayle’s arm stand on end.

“Can I help you set up or anything?” Gayle asked, turning to Shelly as she shut the door. She did not want to be the guest just hanging around waiting for the party to start.

“Um, I think everything’s set up except for the veggies and the dip in the oven. That’s still cooking. Come here.” Shelly gestured, walking into her dining room, where Gayle couldn’t help but follow.

The table, the centerpiece of the room, held several bottles of soda and a stack of plastic cups, as well as a few bags of chips. But what drew Gayle’s eye was a buffet table off to the side: it was covered in bottles of alcohol of all kinds, from whiskey and vodka to tequila and gin. There were also mixers—crème de menthe, bitters, tonic water, and many other drinks—plus an insulated container that Gayle suspected contained ice.

“Trying to get everybody drunk?” she joked. “I can help with that. If you don’t mind me taking over your little bar.”

“Only if they want to,” Shelly said with a smile. “I just pulled out all my odds and ends. I remember you saying you like bartending, so go for it, if you feel like it.”

“I’d love to,” Gayle said honestly, walking over to the makeshift bar. She trailed her fingers over the tops of bottles and grinned. “You have a lot of odds and ends.”

“And I’m probably going to end up with more, if people bring drinks to the party, as people tend to do.”

Now Gayle felt bad about not bringing a drink. She probably could have stopped and picked up a bottle of wine; she wouldn’t even have been late.

But she could make up for it by bartending. Plus, that would give her an excuse to stay to one side of the party and not talk to the people she didn’t know. “What do you like to drink?” She looked over the bottles and picked out the emptiest one—gin. “Dry martini?”

“Uh, yeah. How did you know?” Shelly was in the doorway to the kitchen, but she turned, putting up her hands on either side of the doorjamb. The light coming in from the back window showed off her perfect, athletic figure.

Gayle looked back at the gin bottle quickly. She held it up. “Not a lot of gin left, but plenty of vermouth. I’ll make you one.”

But at that moment, a knock came at the door. “Oh, someone else is here. Come on, Gayle.”

Shelly once again walked through the room, beckoning to Gayle, and even her introverted hesitation didn’t keep her from Shelly’s magnetic pull. When Shelly opened the door, Gayle saw a stranger, a pretty, curvy woman with dramatic makeup. “April! Hi!” squealed Shelly, pulling in the other woman for a hug.

“Hey, Shell,” April said, grinning and hugging back—only with one hand, because she was holding a bottle in the other. “Here, I bought you a hostess gift.”

“Oh, you’re so sweet.” Shelly stepped back and accepted the bottle. “Oh, champagne! That’s great, I didn’t have any. Gayle, what do you think?”

Gayle had been hanging back awkwardly, but she stepped forward to look at the champagne. It was technically sparkling wine, not champagne, and it wasn’t the brand she would choose, but it wasn’t the worst brand in the world, either. “Looks pretty good,” she said, taking the bottle. “I could make mimosas, if you have orange juice.”

She avoided April’s eye, not for any particular reason except that she was shy and Shelly seemed to like her a lot. Maybe she was Shelly’s girlfriend that Gayle had just missed any mention of? No, Shelly wouldn’t be quiet about a girlfriend. And Gayle was overthinking this.

“I might,” Shelly said, then turned as another knock came. This time the door opened before Shelly could even walk up, and Megan walked in with a smile and a wrapped gift.

Shelly shrieked and ran to Megan, wrapping her in another hug. “You came!”

Gayle breathed a silent sigh of relief. Now someone else she knew was here to talk to—Megan was on the roller-derby team with her, and if all else failed, she knew the two of them could talk derby for hours. Gayle no longer felt like she had to follow Shelly around like a little lost puppy.

Though she probably would anyway.

Megan laughed. “Did you think I would stand you up? Here.” She hugged Shelly back, then stepped away to hand her the gift.

Gayle took advantage of the distraction to slip back to the dining room and put the sparkling wine with the other bottles. She was about to start mixing Shelly’s martini, determined not to be the most thoughtless guest at the party, when she realized she didn’t know where to find glasses.

When she came back out to the living room, Shelly was introducing Megan and April with an intent gleam in her eye. Gayle pursed her lips to hide her grin. Matchmaking—that was much more Shelly’s style than having a secret girlfriend. And April’s luxuriant curves were definitely Megan’s type, if that girl Megan had made out with after the match a few weeks ago was anything to go by.

Gayle slipped into the conversation as Shelly was saying that her brother would be thrilled to arrive at the party to find himself surrounded by girls. She snorted, trying not to laugh too loudly. “He’ll be thrilled until he finds out we’re all lesbians.” She was making an assumption, but she was pretty sure all the girls on the team were gay, and April clearly liked girls.

Shelly looked away to hide her smile. “Yeah, that’s kind of my point. But be nice to him, okay?” Gayle remembered her mentioning that she wanted her brother to join in on the roller-derby fun—guys couldn’t play on their women’s team, but he could be a referee or announcer.

She nodded. If Shelly wanted her brother involved, Gayle would do her best to help that along.

April was worried about being the only non-derby girl there, but Shelly assured her she wouldn’t be. Gayle felt for her; it was hard to be at a party with only one person you knew, even if April did have someone to flirt with.

Another knock came at the door, and Shelly went to answer it. Gayle relaxed a little more when she saw Kristine and Mindy, also from the roller-derby team, but then Shelly gave them hugs, too. She felt a little hurt. Why did they get hugs and she didn’t? With April and Megan she’d thought it was signs of special favor, but now she was the only one left out.

Megan turned to her, eyebrows raised. Gayle must have made a noise. She looked down and swallowed, embarrassed, but Megan didn’t leave her alone, so she muttered, “I was the first one here, and she didn’t hug me.”

Megan’s eyebrows went down and she pursed her lips. “Maybe she was just surprised. She had to get her energy up to hug everyone.”

“Maybe.” Gayle resisted the urge to wrap her arms protectively around herself. Almost everyone here was her friend; she didn’t need to hide. At least Megan had given her an explanation other than ‘she doesn’t like me.’ It didn’t seem like a very likely one, but now she had something to cling to.

Shelly was ushering everyone into the dining room, so Gayle hurried over to the side table with the bar. She remembered as soon as she got there that she hadn’t found glasses, but this time she managed to notice and open the doors in the side of the table. Martini glasses hung from the top of the cabinet, and small tumblers, good for all kinds of drinks, sat on the bottom.

She smiled and pulled out a martini glass, then poured the gin and vermouth into one of the available drink shakers and mixed it up. She didn’t see any olives or lemon peels, so she figured Shelly didn’t like those in her martinis and just garnished it with a green toothpick.

When she looked around with the finished drink, Shelly wasn’t in the room. Her heart started to beat faster with her confusion and nerves, but then Shelly came rushing out of the kitchen in response to another knock. She was followed a bit more slowly by Megan, carrying the veggie tray.

Gayle didn’t want to start chasing Shelly around—if nothing else, it might spill the drink—so she stayed where she was, by the side table, holding the martini awkwardly.

Shelly seemed to be taking a long time to answer the door. Kristine walked up to her, eyebrows raised. “Are you bartending today?”

“Uh, yeah. I mean, make your own drink if you want, but I like doing it.”

Kristine laughed. “You must like it if you made a martini and you’re not even going to drink it. Or is it for me?”

Gayle glanced around. Shelly was still in the living room. She didn’t want to save the drink up for her if she wasn’t even that interested in it. “Yeah, if you want it, I guess. Or I could make something else. Whatever you want.”

“Sweet vermouth on the rocks with a twist?”

The movie reference made Gayle grin, though she had to shrug. “Sorry, Shelly only has dry vermouth. And I don’t think she has any lemons.”

“That’s fine, I don’t actually like that anyway. I’ll go for the martini.” Kristine swiped the glass and took a sip. “Mmm, very dry. You actually like bartending enough to do it at a party?”

“Yeah, it’s kind of a hobby of mine.” Movement on the other side of the room caught Gayle’s eye. Shelly had finally returned to the dining room, with a man on her arm—her brother, David. Gayle had met him before at a derby game. He was a sweet guy and had flirted with her a little. She might have been interested in him if she liked guys.

Or it might have just been that he reminded her of Shelly.

“How the heck do you have time for a hobby between derby and your day job?”

“I also have a dog,” Gayle reminded her, smirking a little. “How I do it is I don’t watch TV or play video games.”

“Oh, you got me there!” Kristine smacked herself in the chest, miming being struck with an arrow.

Gayle turned, feeling warmth behind her, to find that Shelly and David had made their circuit of the room. “David, you’ve met Gayle,” Shelly said. “And this is Kristine—you probably saw her at the match you came to, but I don’t think you’ve met.”

“I remember Gayle,” David said, shaking her hand. “Sir Blocksalot, right? And Kristine… you’re Jenny Greenteeth?”

“Patty Whack,” Kristine corrected him, shaking his hand. “Because I’m Irish.”

“Oh, right, I mixed up green and Irish.”

They moved away, and Shelly’s friend April came up to the bar. “Wow, Shelly has quite the collection here, doesn’t she? You’re Gayle, right? Are you a wine expert or something?”

“No, not at all. I just like bartending.” She swallowed. Was April just trying to make conversation, and if so, why? If not, was that some kind of criticism? “That’s why I suggested making mimosas with your sparkling wine. I like mixed drinks. I wasn’t saying it’s a bad wine to drink straight or anything. I’m not even sure.”

“Oh, that’s okay!” April laughed. “To be honest, I don’t even know if it’s a good wine. I just grabbed something that looked interesting so I wouldn’t be empty-handed. Are you a bartender?”

“No, not as a job. But I can make you a drink, if you want.” Gayle resisted the urge to explain the history of her decision not to work as a bartender. Her mouth tended to get away from her when she was in uncomfortable situations—like meeting new people always was.

April pursed her lips. “Okay. Can you make me a mojito?”

Gayle looked over her ingredients. There was actually a potted mint plant on the windowsill. Maybe Shelly liked mojitos, too. “Sure!”

She plucked one of the tumblers from the cabinet—they were a bit tall for a highball, more like Collins glasses, but they would do in the absence of the proper glass for each separate drink—and made April her drink. By the time she’d finished it, Tara was asking her to make something fun, and Gayle was having a good time.

This was a perfect way to enjoy a party. She had something to do with her hands—something she actually liked doing and that didn’t make her seem antisocial, like reading blogs on her phone would—and an excuse to stay in one place. It did get people coming up to her and chatting, but she could live with that, especially since it provided a built-in conversation topic.

During a quiet moment, she looked over at Shelly munching on chips and talking to one of the girls Gayle didn’t know, and she suddenly remembered that she’d never given Shelly her martini. And Shelly hadn’t asked for it, either. Maybe she wasn’t that interested in drinks.

But Gayle couldn’t resist the urge to get close to her, either, and after all, Shelly had kindly provided all the booze. She might as well enjoy some.

She quickly mixed up another dry martini and poured it deftly into a glass. It always provided her with a small bit of satisfaction when not a single drop spilled or dripped onto the outside of the glass.

Shelly didn’t seem to have noticed. Gayle took a deep breath, picked up the glass, and walked up to Shelly.

She turned before Gayle had to tap her on the shoulder, which was a relief. She wanted to touch Shelly too much to risk actually touching her. “Did you forget I was going to make you a martini?” she said with a smile, holding it out to Shelly.

“Oh!” Shelly took it, laughing. “I didn’t know you actually were. That’s really nice of you. Thanks, Gayle.” She took a sip and her eyes widened. “Oh, that’s perfect.”

Gayle had to look away; Shelly’s lips were just a little parted, shining with moisture from the drink. She wanted to kiss them. And then hear them say that her drink was perfect a few more times.

“No garnish,” one of the women she’d been talking to observed.

“Olives are gross and I forgot to buy lemons,” Shelly said. “Sorry, Gayle, I know that’s a hardship for your bar.”

“No problem,” Gayle said, looking up again and smiling. “It’s not a real bar anyway—uh, sorry, that’s not a criticism! But I mean, it’s just a party, and…”

“And you should be having fun, not worrying about making perfect drinks,” Shelly said.

“Oh, but making perfect drinks is the fun! If I was just tossing things into a shaker and not caring what came out, there wouldn’t be any satisfaction in it.”

Shelly took another sip and smiled over the top of her glass. “Well, you sure did a good job with this.”

“Thanks,” Gayle said, smiling back, her heart fluttering. Then she had to look away; she couldn’t stand there just smiling at Shelly all day. “Uh, did anyone else want a drink?”

“I’ll take a cosmo, if you have the ingredients,” one of the other women said.

“Sure,” Gayle said, turning quickly to walk back to the bar. As she did, she saw Megan and April standing in a corner, talking. She couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but it seemed to be going well; April was blinking a lot, and her eyes were shining as she listened to Megan talk.

She was happy to see it. She knew that Megan had gone through a bad breakup a couple months back—Megan hadn’t talked about it much, but it had been obvious how it had affected her. In fact, that whole week she’d barely said anything, just barreled through derby practices and games. She’d since calmed down a little, but she’d always been pretty intense.

As Gayle finished the cosmopolitan, Megan came up to ask for another mojito for April, and Gayle persuaded her into having an interesting drink herself. Sure, beers were all well and good, but she wanted to expand Megan’s horizons a little.

Or maybe she was just selfishly trying to keep hiding behind the bar.

She was okay with that.

A little while later, though, Shelly brought out the amazing dip she’d made, and Gayle ended up getting a plate of chips, veggies, and dip and heading out to the living room to sit on the couch with Tara. When they got out there, though, David was already sitting on it, picking at his own plate of veggies.

“Oh, sorry,” Gayle said, moving to back away, but Tara was already sitting down in the middle of the couch, next to him. She patted the space she’d left empty, and Gayle felt she had no choice but to sit next to her.

“Get tired of hanging around with all the hot girls you have no chance with?” Tara asked David.

“I wouldn’t put it that way,” he said, looking up. “But the amount of estrogen in the room does get… a little overwhelming.”

“I know what you mean,” Tara said. “I mean, I love estrogen, don’t get me wrong.” She elbowed Gayle, who lost her fight to keep from snorting with laughter and almost tipped her plate in the meantime. Tara was transgender and had given the team hilarious explanations of the changes that going on estrogen had wrought on her body.

“Careful,” she told Tara, setting her plate gently on a side table (the table didn’t have enough space, so the plate was tilted slightly onto the lamp’s base). “I don’t think Shelly will be too happy if I drop cheese dip on her nice rug.”

“She won’t care,” David said. “She’s been looking for a reason to replace that rug. She wants an oriental-style one.”

“That would look really nice in this room,” Gayle said, looking around. All the furniture was pretty plain and stark—even the rug she’d thought was nice, which was just a simple gray rectangle. An oriental rug would provide a nice contrast to pull things together, or at least that’s what she imagined.

“Did Shelly not warn you that this party would be just you and a bunch of lesbians?” Tara asked.

“Are you really all lesbians?” he said, twisting his mouth to the side a little.

“I am,” Tara said, looking at Gayle.

“Me, too, and I know Megan is. The way April’s been flirting with her, she doesn’t have eyes for any guy who might be here. Um, Kristine and Mindy are. I don’t know those other two girls, but since they’re Shelly’s friends…” She shrugged with an apologetic smile.

David sighed and shook his head, but he was smiling, too. “It’s not like I went to my sister’s birthday party to meet girls anyway.”

“What about your sister?” Tara asked, leaning toward him and bumping his shoulder with hers. She was several inches taller than he was. “Maybe she’s got her eye on one of her lovely lady friends.”

Gayle swallowed and looked away, scooping some dip to shove in her mouth. If Shelly did have an interest in someone, she didn’t want to hear about it—but it would be too obvious and awkward to get up and leave just as Tara asked that question.

“I don’t think so,” David said. “She probably wouldn’t tell me if she was interested in somebody, just if they were dating, but most of you are on the roller-derby team, right?” When Gayle and Tara confirmed, he continued, “I know she’s said she couldn’t date anybody on her team. That would cause too many problems, with her being team captain at all.”

Gayle had a hard time getting the dip she’d just eaten down her throat. That had been more difficult to hear than she’d expected. On one level, she’d known that Shelly was too ethical to want to date anyone on the team, and yet…

Well, she’d dealt with the pining for over a year already. She could continue to deal with it, and also hope that she’d get over it. One day, that would happen, and then she’d be fine.

“Well, we aren’t the only ones,” Tara said. “I’m sure she’ll find someone someday.”

“She’s okay on her own,” David said. “I mean, obviously she has this house and everything. She’s not trying to look too hard.”

“But it is tough to date when you have roller derby four times a week,” Gayle said. The distraction from dating was part of the reason she’d initially been interested in roller derby. That, and the thought that for once, her broad shoulders would be a plus, not a minus. The second part had worked out.

“Not if you’re determined.” Tara winked.

“And how many dates are you going on lately?” Gayle said, laughing. She didn’t think that Tara told the team about every date she’d been on, but she’d definitely talked about dates in the past. She had hilarious stories about those, too.

“Well, I guess I’m not very determined,” Tara said. Thankfully, she was laughing too. “I am sort of limited to Fridays and Sundays. I’m going to go get some more dip. Gayle, David, you need anything?”

They both declined. Gayle was still picking at her food. It was tasty, but she seemed to be having a hard time eating. “This is great dip,” she said finally, wanting to break the silence Tara had left behind her. “Did Shelly learn to make this from your parents?”

He glanced over and smiled fondly. “Our grandmother, actually. Shelly was her only granddaughter, and she taught her all her special recipes. I learned a few, too. Shelly’s not that much into cooking, but she still knows the recipes.”

Gayle smiled, feeling warm inside. Dammit, she hadn’t gone looking for stories that would just strengthen her crush. “So Shelly grew up with a bunch of boys, huh?”

“Yeah, me and our neighbors and a couple of cousins. We all ran around together, though I was the youngest. She picked on me a lot. You can’t tell me you’re surprised.” His grin widened.

“Shelly? Pick on anyone? I actually can’t picture that. She’s really sweet.” Sweet wasn’t the word, Gayle thought, and feared she would start blushing. Could David tell that she had a crush on his sister?

“Sure, she is now, but I was her little brother. Here.” He got up from the couch and walked over to a tall barrister bookcase in the corner. He lifted the glass over the top shelf, pulled something out, and brought it over to Gayle. “Now can you picture her picking on me?”

It was a photo of what Gayle surmised to be Shelly and David. Shelly looked to be about eight years old, already with the thick dark-blonde ponytail she always sported nowadays, and David was five or six, wearing a set of overalls, a clump of dirt containing a dandelion on the top of his head, and a very grumpy expression.

Gayle burst out laughing. “I guess so! She looks very pleased with herself.” Shelly had her hands behind her back—probably to hide the dirt all over them—and a wide smile on her face. She was staring up at the camera, which was being wielded by someone at adult height.

“She was trying to look innocent. Not having much success, obviously. Mom knew who’d put it there. Shelly had to take out the garbage for a week.” He turned and put the picture back on the shelf.

Gayle got up and followed him, curious what other photos Shelly kept in her living room. There were three others of her and David—two showing him in a cap and gown, one showing her in the same. His high-school graduation, her college, then his college, Gayle guessed, looking at the progression of age on their faces. No more recent pictures, but then, who had prints to put in frames on shelves anymore? Shelly probably had a lot more pictures of her brother on her phone.

Another photo was an old-looking one, sepia-toned and with an oval shape that didn’t quite match the frame. It showed a youngish woman with soft curls and laugh lines already next to her eyes. “Your grandmother?” Gayle guessed. Except for the curls, she and Shelly could almost have been twins.

David nodded. “That photo’s from World War Two. She was a nurse in the European theater. Isn’t that something?”

“Wow, it absolutely is. What a brave woman.”

“And that one’s from her ninetieth birthday, the last one we had with her.” David pointed to the last photo, which Gayle hadn’t looked at closely yet, because it contained so many faces. Now she saw the woman from the old picture, seventy years aged but with the same curls and the same laugh lines. She sat in the middle of the photo. On her left side stood Shelly, one hand on her shoulder; right behind Shelly was David. On the other side were two other young men in the same configuration. Grouped around them, a bit further away, were two men and two women; Gayle could see a strong line of resemblance between the grandmother, one of the women, and Shelly.

“That’s a really sweet photo,” she said. “You had a big get-together for the milestone birthday?”

“Yeah. Our cousins and their parents all moved to California a few years before that, so it was the perfect excuse to make them come back and have some nice family time, especially since we knew she had cancer. Everyone was really happy we did it.” David’s voice went soft. Gayle looked down and nodded. She knew how awful cancer was. She’d wished she had a little more time with her own grandparents.

“Oh, there you are, David. Oh, no, you’re at the family photos! Are you telling her all the embarrassing stories?”

They both turned at the sound of Shelly’s voice. Gayle had to swallow a few times, trying to switch gears from being sad about Shelly’s grandmother to the proper upbeat tone for the party.

“I’m doing my best to humiliate you in front of all your best friends,” David said, grinning again. “So far Gayle here is the only one nice enough to listen to me.”

“Don’t let him fool you, Shelly,” Gayle said, managing a smile. “The only one embarrassed here is him.”

“I should think so. He’s the one with the dirt on his head,” Shelly said, walking closer to them. Gayle shifted out of the way so she could look at the photos, but she didn’t move closer. “You like how I put that one out for the party, little brother?”

“Oh, did you bring it out just to embarrass me? I figured it was your favorite photo of yourself.”

“It’s blackmail,” Shelly said. “Right, Gayle? You have been working on him to get him to join derby, haven’t you?”

“Oh, uh—I forgot.” Was Shelly really serious about that? Gayle turned to David quickly. “David! Get in on this derby thing. It’s amazing. I’m sure you would make an excellent—um, Shelly, what did you want him to be?”

Shelly crowed with laughter, doubling up and grabbing David’s shoulder for support, the lines around her eyes creasing. Gayle grinned shyly, pleased that she’d been able to amuse Shelly and trying hard not to join in the laughter herself. She felt like an idiot when she laughed at her own jokes. She hadn’t even thought it was that funny, but it seemed funnier now, with Shelly reacting so dramatically.

Shelly straightened up, still giggling. “Well, I think he’d make a better ref than an announcer. But I’ve already tried all the arguments. You can come up with something else, right, Gayle?”

Gayle pursed her lips, trying to think of something. “Well, uh, it might be a good way to meet girls. I’m pretty sure there are straight derby girls out there somewhere.”

“There must be,” Shelly agreed. “They might even be in Philly. There you go, David, see?”

He rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. “You know, I’m not so desperate for a date that I need you trying to set me up with people constantly. I’m pretty happy being single, and if the right girl comes along, I’ll be happy. I mean, you have the same attitude, right, Shell?”

“Yeah, of course,” Shelly said quickly. She threw her arm around her brother’s shoulders. “I didn’t mean to bug you, bro.”

“But you should come to more derby games,” Gayle said. “It’s a fun time, and don’t you want to support your sister?”

“Ouch!” He pointed a finger-gun at her. “Direct hit. All right, Gayle, since you insist, I’ll come to the next game.”

“That would be tomorrow,” Gayle said. She didn’t want him to wiggle out of it.

“Yeah, I’ll be there. Now get off me, I want more of Granny’s dip.” The siblings had a quick tussle, then he escaped to the dining room.

“Good work, Gayle,” said Shelly. She lifted her hand, hesitated, and turned it into a thumbs-up. Gayle wondered what gesture she had intended to make.

“I have no idea why that worked better than anything else,” Gayle said honestly.

“You must be better at laying on the sibling guilt than me.” Shelly didn’t seem to know what to do with her hands; she ended up shoving them in her back pocket. Gayle knew exactly how she felt; she was clinging to her almost-empty plate just so she didn’t have to find somewhere that wasn’t Shelly to put her hands.

“It might just have to come from another person.”

“Or maybe he likes you.”

Gayle shook her head, smiling. “No, I had that conversation with him and Tara. He knows all your friends are gay.”

“I think he’s known that since high school, honestly.” Shelly glanced at the pictures, past Gayle’s head, and her voice quieted. “Was he telling you about Granny?”

“Um, a little bit. He said you learned the dip from her and that she died shortly after her ninetieth birthday. I figured that wasn’t too long ago, judging by the picture.”

Shelly nodded. “Four years ago. He didn’t tell you she was an officer in the army?”

Gayle felt her eyes widen. “Uh, no, he just said she was a nurse.”

Shelly turned her head back to Gayle and grinned, and Gayle immediately realized that she’d been teasing. “She was. Apparently nurses in World War Two were officers. Cool, right?”

“That is cool,” Gayle said, nodding. “She must have been an amazing woman.”

“She was.” There was a brief pause in which Gayle almost thought she heard Shelly sigh, though her expression didn’t change. “How about you? Have any grandparents left?”

“Um, I think my mom’s biological dad is still alive, but we’re not in touch with him. Her mom is in a nursing home, and I don’t see her much—we were never close, and with her Alzheimer’s she doesn’t remember me anyway. My dad’s parents died years ago.” Gayle felt guilty for the first time in months about not visiting her grandmother. She didn’t think it did either of them any good to see each other, but at least she still had a grandmother.

“Do you get along with your parents?”

She was glad Shelly wasn’t pursuing the grandparent line, though the questions were a bit odd. “Yeah, pretty much. They live out in New Jersey, where I grew up, so I don’t see them very much—a couple of times a year for holidays.”

Shelly pursed her lips. “You moved to Philly for your job, right?”

“Well, sort of?” Gayle smiled and looked down at her plate. It was hard to look at Shelly for so long. “When I graduated, I was mostly applying for jobs in Philly, because I wanted to live in a city and I don’t like New York. So when I finally got one, I was able to move here. But you grew up here, right?”

“Yeah, in the Northeast. I had to get out of there as soon as I could.”

Gayle laughed and nodded. “One of the guys I live with is from the Northeast, too. He says the same thing.”

“Ooh, you live with guys,” Shelly teased, raising her eyebrows.

“Two guys and another girl. Harold is one of my friends from college—that’s how I found the place to move in when I moved here, and the other two are his friends from way back.”

“Ugh, I don’t know if I could live with roommates.”

“Well, it makes the rent a lot cheaper, and it’s good to know that someone is there with my dog. Madison walks him for me when I’m out all day. Like today.” Gayle suddenly remembered that she hadn’t checked her phone all day, and she hurried to pull it out, checking for messages from Madison. But there were none; nothing must have gone wrong so far.

“Oh, do you have pictures? Let’s see!” Shelly came closer, so close that Gayle could feel the warmth of her body. Her mouth went dry.

But at least she had an excuse for pulling her phone out so suddenly. She went to her pictures and started looking for a good one. “Here he is snoring in the kitchen,” she said.

“So cute,” Shelly said. “His fur looks really gorgeous.”

“Yeah, the sunlight really brings out the gold.” Gayle could hardly breathe. Shelly was inching closer, trying to get a good look over her shoulder, and something soft was pressing against Gayle’s back…

Then it moved away a moment later as Shelly waved at Kristine and Mindy, who had just appeared through the doorway. “Hey, Gayle has pictures of her dog! He’s so cute, come and see!”

“Ooh, Gayle, I didn’t know you had a puppy!” Mindy squealed. “Let’s see!” The two of them hurried over, beers in hand. Gayle felt a little guilty at the sight—she hadn’t been making drinks for a long time, and now people were drinking beer.

Not that there was anything wrong with that.

“He’s hardly a puppy,” she said, smiling and showing them the picture, then turning the phone back to look for new ones. “He’s almost ten years old, actually.”

“Puppies are puppies,” Mindy said. “What a sweetie. How long have you had him?”

Gayle showed them a picture from last winter of Kirk playing in the snow. “Since he was a puppy. My mom’s work friend’s dog had puppies and they couldn’t keep them all, so I got a new dog. When I moved out, my parents made me take him with me, but I would have taken him even if they hadn’t insisted. He’s really my baby.” She found another picture, him resting his head on the foot of her bed and giving her big sad eyes, which got a chorus of “aww”s.

“What kind of dog is he? He looks like something familiar, but I can’t put my finger on it,” Kristine said.

“Oh, he’s a mutt’s mutt. His mom was mostly Irish setter, but she was a mutt, and they have no idea who the dad was. We think maybe golden retriever, based on the fur, but he’s small for that combination.”

“That is really pretty fur,” Shelly said. “You should bring him to derby practice sometime.”

Gayle laughed. “I don’t know if that would be a good idea. He’s such an attention hog that we wouldn’t get much skating in.”

“Look at you, Shelly,” Mindy teased. “You’re obsessed with this dog. Maybe you should get a dog if you like them so much.”

“I’m not obsessed,” Shelly protested. “Getting a dog is a good idea, isn’t it? But my yard is so small, and I don’t know when I would have time to take a dog for walks.”

“Get a little dog,” Kristine said. “Like a poodle or something. Then it can tear around the yard and wear itself out without needing a walk.”

“Ugh, that’s not a real dog,” Shelly said.

“What are we looking at?” Megan asked, walking into the living room and looking around at the cluster of women.

“Pictures of Gayle’s dog,” Kristine said.

“Oh, good old Kirk.” Megan came over to them, and Gayle showed her the pictures she’d already shown to everyone else. Megan had met Kirk before—Gayle had invited her over for puppy therapy after she’d broken up with her ex, and it seemed like it had helped, though Megan wasn’t willing to talk much about the breakup.

“His name is Kirk?” Mindy asked. “Is his full name Captain Kirk?”

“Of course not,” Gayle said, grinning. “His full name is Admiral James Tiberius Kirk Bowers. He has to have my last name so the vet can match us up.”

Everyone burst out laughing, which attracted more people into the living room, and Gayle started passing around her phone so everyone didn’t have to crowd around her. She was pleased that so many people were enjoying pictures of her dog—who was, after all, the greatest—but wasn’t too happy with how it put her in the spotlight.

In fact, though she retreated to the bar and made a few more drinks once everyone had seen the pictures, she found herself wearing down. All these people were too much for her. True, most of them were already her friends—but at roller derby, she didn’t have to talk to them so much; they were all focused on the same thing.

She made herself a manhattan and drank it (not her top choice of cocktail, but an old fashioned just wouldn’t be right without the lemon—not that she blamed Shelly), then nibbled a little more at the food, but when Tara tried to talk to her again, she found herself flinching. She forced herself to make shallow small talk for a few minutes with Tara, then made a drink for her, but as soon as she had an excuse to turn away, she went to find Shelly.

She had to wait for a few minutes, since Shelly was in conversation with her brother and one of the guests Gayle didn’t know, but luckily, Shelly turned to her before it got too awkward. “Hey, I’m going to head home,” she said quietly, so no one else would hear. She didn’t mind slipping out without talking to anyone else, but it would just be rude to leave without saying goodbye to the hostess.

“Oh, are you sure?” Shelly said, frowning. “We were just talking about getting out some board games. I have Trivial Pursuit and Ticket to Ride.”

Gayle enjoyed board games, and she was sure that if they’d been broken out an hour ago she would have been all for it, but now she felt herself shrinking back at the very idea. She shook her head. “Maybe another time. I’m getting pretty overwhelmed with it all, to be honest.”

“Well, okay. Let me walk you to the door.” Shelly turned away from her other guests. Gayle walked with her, back to the living room, which had now been abandoned.

“Thanks,” Gayle said. “I had a good time. But I need to get back to Kirky.” She smiled, trying to show that she wasn’t leaving the party because Shelly had done anything wrong.

“Sure. I’d like to meet him sometime.”

“Maybe you can come to my place for dinner or something,” Gayle said. Her heart started pounding. She knew better than to hope for anything if Shelly actually did come by, but she couldn’t resist making the invitation. “I’ll kick my roommates out for an evening. The guys are gone half the time anyway.”

“Yeah, that sounds like fun.”

“Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Gayle had to get out of there before she put her foot in her mouth. At practice tomorrow, she would be fine.

“Of course. Get home safe.” Shelly opened the door for her. Gayle nodded, gave an awkward wave, and slipped out.


Chapter 2




When Gayle got back to the house and opened the door, Kirk immediately jumped off the couch to greet her, wagging his shaggy tail wildly. She laughed and bent down to pet him. “Good boy. Were you good for Madison?”

“Good?” said Madison, her eyes still trained on the TV screen. “He didn’t move all evening. You know, we leave him alone all day while we’re at work. It’s not like he needs to be babysat just because you’re away.”

“I know,” Gayle said, still petting her happy dog. “But he gets lonely while we’re away, so it’s nice to let him hang out with a human for a while when possible. Of course, I’m his favorite, aren’t I?”

“You are,” Madison said, laughing.

Gayle had been talking to the dog, of course, but it wasn’t like he could talk back. Most of the time, that was why Gayle liked him so much. She bit her lip to keep herself from saying anything else that Madison could interpret as needing a response.

The bus ride home hadn’t been nearly enough to let her recover from being around all those people. In fact, it had been worse, since the bus had been fairly crowded and Gayle hadn’t been able to find a bench to herself. She’d sat next to an older woman who was mumbling to herself, which was slightly better than sitting next to someone trying to talk to her… but she still needed a break.

And the dog needed a walk.

“Come on, Kirky, let me change my shoes,” she said out loud. She froze for a moment, wondering if Madison would say something to her, but when there was no response, she went upstairs to her room. The dog galloped up the stairs beside her and sat by the bed, panting, while she changed from cute flats into her sneakers.

She grabbed the leash off the hook on her dresser, making Kirk bark with excitement and jump in the air a couple of times, and then they both hurried down the steps. “Sit,” she told Kirk, and he sat still while she clipped the leash onto him.

She said nothing to Madison before they left—it wasn’t necessary—and breathed a sigh of relief as she and her dog stepped out into the evening.

The sun was starting to set now, and the air was cooling, which was a relief. It was September, but the air hadn’t yet decided it was fall. Or maybe it had—as she and Kirk headed down the block, she could smell a bit of leaf mold, and maybe a tinge of wood smoke. Someone thought it was autumnal enough out to get a fire going.

She passed people on the street, as always, but no one tried to stop and talk to her. Having a dog, friendly and sweet as he was, made a good deterrent to that, even when he was stopping to sniff every tree along their path.

They made it to the park that was their usual destination on walks—it was one of those city parks that was just a block, and it was set up more for kids than dogs, but it still had green space for him to enjoy and convenient trash cans for her to get rid of his waste.

The air was nicer there, too, even if only a little bit. Gayle took in several deep breaths as Kirk slowed down to sniff everything. She loved living in the city, but she missed the green, too. It always rejuvenated her. Maybe next year she would go back and visit her parents an extra time; she saw them in the winter, when everything was bare, and then again in the spring, when she was too distracted by the new flowers to pay much attention to grass and trees. Going in the summer might be nice.

She probably wouldn’t, though.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like her parents, they just didn’t seem to have much to say to each other anymore. They loved and cherished her, and she loved them, but their differences in opinion on politics and religion were enough to make every conversation strained by what they couldn’t talk about. They didn’t want to argue, of course (Gayle knew by now that arguing with her parents wouldn’t change their minds) and they didn’t want to upset each other.

Of course, politics and religion hadn’t come up, even the tiniest bit, at the party tonight, and everyone had still had plenty to talk about. But they probably all assumed that their beliefs would be the same.

Gayle’s musings were interrupted by a child’s voice saying “Excuse me, miss?”

She looked around, then down. The child standing by her side and staring up at her was especially tiny, it seemed, their eyes as big as pie plates in their dark face and their teeth, bared by a gentle smile, gappy. Gayle stared at the kid, wondering what she was supposed to be doing, until they spoke again. “Can I pet your dog?”

“Oh.” She looked at Kirk, who didn’t seem to have noticed the child. Past him was a heavyset woman, smiling widely and looking at the kid—she must have been the mom. “Yeah, sure. He’s a really nice dog. Just be gentle, okay?”

“Okay. Thank you.” The kid walked—toddled, almost—up to Kirk and patted him on the head so lightly that Gayle wasn’t sure at first if Kirk had felt it. But then he sat up and wagged his tail, his attention on the kid. The kid switched to stroking his head, still very gentle. Maybe Gayle hadn’t needed to warn the kid—they obviously already knew not to poke dogs in the eye or anything stupid like that.

After a few minutes of the kid focusing very hard on gently stroking Kirk, the mom took a few steps forward. “Okay, Jonte,” she said. “That’s enough. Say goodbye to the nice doggy now.”

“Goodbye, nice doggy,” Jonte said, waving solemnly. Then kid and mom took each other’s hands disappeared into the night.

“You’re such a sweetie,” Gayle said to her dog, giving him an affectionate, but much rougher pat on the head. “You’d just love it if I would have friends over all the time, wouldn’t you?”

Kirk just wagged his tail harder.

She let him sniff around the park a little more, remembering her invitation to Shelly. Had Shelly taken her seriously? It probably sounded like one of those things to just say, being nice without really meaning it.

Either that or it sounded like what it really was, that Gayle wanted to have Shelly over for dinner to entertain her and get to know her better.

She cleaned up after Kirk without really paying attention. She hoped she hadn’t made herself too obvious to Shelly. An invitation to dinner wasn’t really the first thing you thought of when trying to meet your friend’s pets, was it?

But what other circumstances could she come up with so that Shelly could meet Kirk? She could invite the whole derby team over to her house for a party, but thirteen guests would be too much, and she didn’t think her roommates would be big fans, either.

“C’mon, boy, let’s head home,” she said, giving Kirk a tug on his leash. He happily followed her. It was getting dark, and she didn’t want to be standing around the park any longer than she had to. She had derby practice in the morning.

How did people usually meet each other’s pets? Other people probably weren’t awkward and shy about having others over to their houses. They probably just had friends over randomly, to watch TV or whatever. But Gayle didn’t like TV, and she was protective of her space—she didn’t want people to think they could just pop in on her anytime.

She sighed. And that was another reason a relationship, with Shelly or anyone else, wasn’t going to work out. She needed her own space too much. How could she ever invite someone else into it?

When they got back to the house, Madison was no longer in the living room, and Gayle was relieved. She took Kirk’s leash off, fed him, and grabbed a snack for herself (she hadn’t eaten enough at the party). When Kirk had finished eating and drinking, they went upstairs and holed themselves up in her bedroom. Gayle sat on the bed with her laptop on her lap, her snack on her left, and Kirk flopped down on her right.

She took a deep breath. She finally felt like she could.




It took another week, but Gayle finally did see David in the audience at a roller-derby match—she hadn’t noticed him on their initial lap around the track, but at the halftime break, when she and the rest of the team were skating back to their locker room, she saw him in a front seat, cheering.

“Hey, your brother finally showed,” she said to Shelly when they were in the relatively quiet atmosphere of the locker room.

“He did?” Shelly spun on her toe stop and leaned out the door of the locker room, looking around at the crowd. “I don’t see him.”

Gayle turned back to show Shelly where her brother was. She started to lean in and point Shelly in the right direction, swallowed, and chose a different tack. She rolled to the other side of the door and peered out the same way.

She knew where she’d seen him before, but that seat was empty now. She shook her head and tried to look through the crowd. People were moving about, making their way to the snacks and drinks or heading outside to smoke.

“I can’t find him now, but he was definitely there,” she said. “He probably went to get a snack. Or does he smoke?” She really hoped he hadn’t decided to leave. Not only would Shelly be disappointed that her brother had left without saying hi, but it would be a pretty rude thing to do, missing the end of the bout.

“No, but he probably forgot to eat.” Shelly frowned and shook her head. “Are you sure it was him?”

“Positive. I know I’ve only met him twice, but I remember what he looks like.” Only now was Gayle wondering why she remembered him so clearly. It was probably because he looked a lot like his sister, and that was a face that figured often in Gayle’s daydreams.

Not that she was ever going to admit that.

“I believe you.” Shelly turned and gave Gayle a smile that made her heart flutter. “We’ll just have to ambush him after the match, right?”

“And win this one,” Gayle said. They were ahead by several points, but many games had turned around in the second half. “Otherwise he’ll think we suck and won’t want to be associated with us.”

Shelly laughed. “Hell yeah we’re going to win!” Megan crowed, having obviously overheard. Kristine and a few of the other girls joined in. Gayle handed out high-fives.

The second half of the game was exciting; the opposing team evened the score in the first jam, and Gayle had to really focus on blocking when she came on. In the second jam after the break, she actually threw herself onto the track in front of the opposing jammer. Once again, her broad shoulders were an asset; she aimed perfectly so she made the highest possible barrier, her shoulders in front of the jammer.

The jammer, coming on too fast and in too much of a crowd to swerve, had no choice but to try to jump over Gayle. The back wheels of one of her skates hit Gayle’s arm, sending her into a spectacular dive and letting Helen sprint ahead. Gayle knew she would have a dramatic bruise, but it was so worth it.

In the jam after that, Megan pulled them ahead by almost ten points, and Gayle relaxed a little—not while she was playing, but while she was off. She spotted David again in the crowd, but she couldn’t point him out to Shelly, who was busy hanging almost off the front of the bench, cheering and shouting advice—basically, being the team captain.

Monstrous Regiment ended up winning by several points, and they did their usual cheer in the locker room afterward before changing out of their derby costumes and into more ordinary clothes. Before Gayle could start changing, though, Shelly was beckoning to her. “Come on, let’s go grab my brother before he runs away.”

“You don’t need me,” Gayle protested. “He hardly knows me. You can find him yourself.”

Shelly shook her head and beckoned again, rolling back and forth on her skates. “You’re the one that saw where he was sitting, and you persuaded him to come. Come on, let’s go.”

Gayle still felt nervous about going—especially since they would be moving through a serious crowd as half the spectators tried to leave and the other half tried to hang back and talk to the derby girls—but she couldn’t help it. She followed Shelly anyway.

She had to stick close, but not too close, as they rolled their way through the crowd. She didn’t want to get separated from Shelly, and with this many people to get past, that would be all too easy. But at the same time, she didn’t want to risk touching Shelly, not if Shelly didn’t want to be touched.

Thankfully, she spotted David after not too long. He was still sitting in the same seat, clutching the back of it and looking at the crowd. Gayle sympathized; he didn’t look like he much wanted to navigate it, either.

She pointed over Shelly’s shoulder at him, and Shelly altered her path to aim straight for him. He didn’t seem to see them, still staring at the crowd, until Shelly got close enough to shout. “Davey!”

At her voice, he turned and grinned, waving to them, then got up. He made his way across the row of seats until they caught up to each other. “Hey, Shell!” They hugged tightly. “You were amazing out there!”

“Oh, please,” she said. “I’m decent. It’s my team that’s amazing. Like Gayle.”

Gayle smiled at the compliment and shook David’s hand. “Good to see you again. You finally made it to a game.”

He groaned and rolled his eyes theatrically. “I know, I know, I said I would come last week, but something came up. I’m sorry. Shelly reminded me this morning, and here I am.”

Gayle frowned. Hadn’t Shelly said that she was the one who had convinced him to come? Maybe she just meant Gayle’s comment at the party about how he should support his sister.

“And you liked it, right?” Shelly said.

“It was a lot of fun to watch,” he said, nodding. “I can see why you like playing so much, Shell. I’m pretty sure men’s roller derby isn’t for me, though.”

“Yeah, you’re too much of a pansy,” Shelly said, laughing and ruffling his hair. “Did you think about being a ref?”

“Not really,” he admitted. “I was too busy watching the game.”

“Well, we already have refs for this season lined up anyway,” Gayle said. “Maybe you should come see the rest of our games this season and see how you feel about it.”

“Good idea, Gayle,” Shelly said, giving her a quick thumbs-up.

“That does sound like a good plan,” David said. “I can’t guarantee I’ll be available every Saturday night, though.”

“Right, because you go on so many dates,” Shelly said.

“Why are you so obsessed with dates?” he protested, giving her a light punch on the arm. “I told you I don’t care that much about dating.”

“Sure,” Shelly said, giving Gayle a wink. Her heart fluttered.

“Well, what about you?”

“What about me, what? I’m not interested in dating.”

“Yeah, but weren’t you supposed to meet Gayle’s dog? You would have told me about that if you’d gone. You invited her over for dinner, didn’t you, Gayle?” He grinned at her.

“Yeah, that’s right,” she said. Her heart was pounding again. How did he know about that? He hadn’t still been in the room when she made that stupid invitation, had he? She didn’t remember seeing him, but she’d been a bit crowded at the time—maybe he’d been behind someone else.

“That wouldn’t be a date,” Shelly said quickly, looking at her skates.

“No, no, just friends hanging out, of course,” he said. “I just don’t want you to skip something fun if you really want to do it. If you still want to have her over, Gayle.”

“Of course,” she said. Maybe too enthusiastically. “Actually, my roommates are going out to see a show next Friday. It would be the perfect time to have the house to myself and, um, cook or something. And have you over.”

David raised his eyebrows. “You’re not going out with your roommates?”

“Not my thing,” she said. “But, Shelly, if you’re busy, it can be another time.”

“No, I’m not,” she said, turning her whole body to look at Gayle. She seemed to be staring at Gayle, in fact, not even blinking, though Gayle couldn’t place her expression. “Let’s firm up our plans at practice on Thursday. Right now, though, we have to join the rest of the team. Thanks for coming, Davey.”

“Yeah, I’ll see you later. Have fun.”

“See you,” Gayle said to David, before following Shelly (back through the much thinned-out crowd) to the locker room.

They didn’t speak as they skated back. Gayle’s heart was pounding. Now she had no excuses; she had to have Shelly over for dinner next week. What was she going to do? How was she going to keep from betraying herself?

“Hey,” Shelly said quietly once they were back in the locker room. “Don’t let my brother push you into doing something you don’t want to do, okay? If you’re uncomfortable having me over for dinner, we won’t do it. I don’t mind at all.”

“No, I want to,” Gayle said quickly—too quickly. She was making her eagerness obvious. She swallowed and tried again. “It’ll be fun to have you over, and I know Kirk will love you. I just never really have anyone over, so don’t judge me if I don’t do all the right things or something.”

“Oh, that’s no problem,” Shelly said, smiling again. “I’m hardly the most socially astute.”

Mindy walked up and threw her arm around Shelly’s shoulders. “Are you still in skates? Come on, let’s get to the afterparty. I need a beer or three.”

“Let me change, then,” Shelly said, laughing. She gave Mindy a hug before pushing her lightly away, then turned away from Gayle, heading for her locker.

Gayle stood still for a moment, watching Shelly, her heart hurting. Shelly stopped to grab Christy’s hand and to give Helen a kiss on the cheek along the way.

Shelly was never that familiar with her—not the way she was with the entire rest of the team. Gayle tried to keep her jealousy down, but it overwhelmed her for a moment anyway, choking her and twisting her stomach. She had to blink back tears.

Maybe she should watch Shelly with the rest of the team more often. See if there was anyone else Shelly didn’t touch. And more importantly, remind her heart over and over again that it wasn’t getting what it wanted, because there was no other way she was going to get over this.

She skated to her spot and sat down heavily in front of her locker, barely paying attention to the person sitting next to her on the bench—until Tara leaned over and nudged her.

“What’s up?” she asked, glancing over at Tara before bending down to unlace her skates.

“Somebody’s got a crush,” Tara said in a whispered sing-song.

Gayle looked up, her body still bent awkwardly over, her heart pounding. She was sure her face had turned white. Was she that obvious? If Tara had noticed, surely Shelly had. And that meant she was being really nice to keep from saying anything to Gayle, which just made her more embarrassed.

“Shelly must really be into you,” Tara whispered, grinning.

Gayle’s heart slowed down slightly. Was Tara explaining herself, or just saying that she thought Gayle’s crush was reciprocated?

Not that it was. That would be ridiculous.

“What do you mean?” she whispered back, trying to keep her voice calm.

Tara raised her eyebrows. “Where did you two go together, then?”

“Just to find her brother. I persuaded him to come to a game when we were at her party.” Gayle’s mouth was dry. She tried to reintroduce some moisture to it.

“Oh, sure, okay.” Tara nodded, but her tone and her smirk indicated that she didn’t believe it was as innocent as it sounded.

“That’s really where we went.” Her skate laces loosened, Gayle sat up again. If Tara was this skeptical… she had to know. She looked around, making sure that no one (especially Shelly) was looking at them, then leaned closer to Tara. “Really, is that all?”

“No,” Tara whispered back, her voice vibrating with delight. “I’ve noticed that she makes a point not to touch you.”

Thanks for rubbing it in, Gayle almost said, her chest wincing back as though from a physical blow. The hurting was back. Now Shelly’s avoidance of her was so obvious that other people were noticing, too.

Tara seemed like she was waiting for a response, but Gayle couldn’t trust herself to speak, so she just nodded.

“She touches everybody else all the time,” Tara whispered. “It obviously doesn’t mean much to her. So why would she avoid touching someone—one of us, anyway—if it isn’t because she thinks touching that person will mean a lot more?”

“Because she doesn’t want to touch them,” Gayle said. That seemed like a far more obvious answer.

“She’s so casual about touching people that I know she doesn’t even think about it. Unless the person makes her think about it. Come on, when’s the last time she touched you?”

That was an easy answer. “We bumped into each other on the track two or three times today.”

“Off the track. That doesn’t count. When?”

Gayle tried to think about it. She was sure she would remember any time Shelly had touched her… but right now, she couldn’t think of any. Not since training, anyway. “I’m not really sure. Does it matter?”

“It matters,” Tara said. “But only if you want it to.” She turned away, then, and Gayle turned the other way, looking for Shelly. She was laughing and giving Lisa light punches on the arm. Touching someone again.

She bent again, pulling her skates off, not looking at Shelly. She couldn’t tell herself that Tara was right. That would be getting her hopes up far, far too high.


Chapter 3




Gayle gave the dish once last stir. Her risotto looked perfect; the rice was fluffy and thick and had absorbed all the broth. She looked quickly over at her open tablet, which told her to remove the dish from the heat and add the other ingredients. She did so, folding in butter, chives, mushrooms, and parmesan cheese, then stirring carefully until it was all evenly mixed.

It looked really good. Hopefully, it tasted as good as it looked. She’d had the sudden inspiration that morning that risotto would be the perfect dish to impress Shelly with, and had run out at her lunch hour to buy the ingredients.

Not that she needed to impress Shelly. This was just hanging out as friends and an excuse for Shelly to meet Kirk.

He whined, reminding her where she was, and she looked down at him. He was waiting politely by the stove, his tail twitching back and forth in a gentle, hopeful wag.

She grinned and grabbed the cutting board off the counter. Not all the cheese had made it off the board and into the risotto, so she might as well reward her pup for being so good while she cooked. She held the board out for him, and he licked it enthusiastically, wiping it all over with his big, pink tongue. She giggled, waited for him to finish, and then tossed the cutting board in the sink, running water over it briefly to rinse it.

A moment later, the doorbell rang. Heart pounding, Gayle put the cover over her tablet, hid it behind the microwave and ran out to the front door, several steps behind Kirk.

“Sit,” she told him firmly. He barked a few times, then sat. “Stay,” she told him, squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, then opened the door.

Shelly was standing there with a grin, wearing jeans and a ruffled tank top. Gayle was glad she hadn’t dressed up, though she was wearing a faux pearl necklace she’d had since she was a kid—they were both in jeans and pretty normal shirts. She just had to try not to let those ruffles glue her attention to Shelly’s breasts.

Shelly held up a bottle of wine. “I don’t even know if you drink wine,” she said apologetically, wiggling it a little. “A bottle of vodka would probably be more appropriate, but you might take that the wrong way.”

Kirk gave a single bark, then a long whine. Gayle could hear his tail thumping the floor. She covered her mouth, trying not to laugh or blurt out that she would love Shelly to get her drunk. “You didn’t need to bring anything,” she said, opening the door further and stepping aside. “Come on in. Good boy, Kirk. Stay.”

He stayed where he was sitting until the door shut, which—as usual—he seemed to take as a cue for the ‘stay’ to be over. He bounced to his feet and ran the few steps to Shelly, his tail whipping back and forth, barking excitedly.

“Uh, does he not like me?” Shelly said, standing over him with both hands raised by her sides.

“He likes you a lot,” Gayle said, laughing. “He’s just excited. Here, I’ll take that and you pet him.” She took the bottle of wine from Shelly’s hand. It was hard not to let their skin touch.

Shelly patted Kirk’s head, and he sat immediately, his barks quieting and his tail thumping away. Gayle went into the kitchen to put the wine on the counter; it was a dark red, which wouldn’t really go with the risotto, so maybe she would save it for another time. Or let her roommates drink it.

When she came back out to the living room, Shelly was crouching on the floor, rubbing Kirk’s belly as he rolled around in bliss. She grinned. “I knew you’d get along with him.”

“All dogs like having their bellies rubbed, huh?” Shelly said, not looking up.

“Well, he does, anyway.” Gayle leaned on the back of the couch to watch Shelly and her dog have a good time. She felt awkward, since the dinner might be getting cold, but the last thing she wanted to do was interrupt them.

“Okay, you’re a good boy,” Shelly eventually said, standing up and brushing her hands off against each other. Kirk jumped back to his feet, still wagging his tail, but not quite as obsessively demanding Shelly’s attention as he had been. “But something smells good.”

“I just finished cooking,” Gayle told her. “You had perfect timing.”

Shelly washed her hands while Gayle served the risotto, placing the bowls on the counter with drinking glasses, forks and spoons, and napkins. “I hope you don’t mind if we don’t drink the wine you brought,” she said. “It doesn’t really go with the risotto—it has white wine in it.”

“Oh wow!” Shelly turned quickly to the table. “Risotto! You’re a fancy cook. No, I don’t mind at all, I just asked the clerk at the store for a recommendation. I don’t mind if you throw it out or regift it—I didn’t want to arrive empty-handed.”

That stung a little. Was Shelly criticizing the fact that Gayle had shown up at her party without bringing a thing?

She filed that away in the mental storage space called Here’s how you can get over Shelly already. It wasn’t very crowded.

“What do you want to drink?” Gayle asked. “We have soda, plain water, sparkling water. And I have lemons.”

“Ouch!” Shelly said, laughing. “Of course you have lemons. Limes, too, I’m guessing. Not going to ply me with alcohol and your bartending skills?”

Gayle swallowed and turned toward the fridge. She didn’t want to risk strong drinks when she was alone with Shelly and might do something she would regret. “I’m a little worn out from the cooking,” she said, pulling the bottles of plain and sparkling water from the fridge.

Shelly chose the sparkling water, and Gayle cut a lemon slice for each of their glasses. Then, taking a deep breath, she sat down. “Sorry it’s not super elegant.”

“Are you kidding? Risotto is like, the fanciest dish ever. I think if you did anything more than this, I would be intimidated and run away.”

Gayle laughed. “I admit, that is sort of why I picked risotto.”

Shelly picked up her spoon, then looked to her right, where Kirk was lying in the doorway of the kitchen. “I’m surprised he’s not over here begging.”

“He will be,” Gayle said, looking over and raising her eyebrows at her dog. “I trained him pretty well not to harass people at the table, but once we get up, he’ll be over here expecting to clean our bowls. Um, I hope you don’t think that’s too gross.”

“I see a dishwasher,” Shelly said. “Assuming you use it, I think these bowls are safe to eat out of.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes. Well, mostly silence. Shelly was making noises of pleasure and appreciation that made Gayle uncomfortable, then made her shift in her seat, then made her cross her legs.

Of course, she couldn’t say anything, because she didn’t want Shelly to realize that Gayle was turning her pleasureful eating noises into sexual ones in her head.

“How’d you learn to cook so well?” Shelly asked finally.

“I don’t know,” Gayle said, a little embarrassed. Should she admit that she’d just followed a recipe she found on the internet? “I just sort of tried it. I think having it turn out well was mostly luck.”

“Well, you must have worked hard on it. It’s so creamy.”

“I guess so.” She’d just zoned out while she was stirring; the quiet house and the repetitive motion had been very soothing, especially after a long day at work. She’d worried about Shelly coming over, but the cooking had been a nice break. “I’m glad you like it.”

When she glanced up at Shelly, taking the chance at lifting her eyes from her food, Shelly was staring at her, but quickly went back to her food. She couldn’t tell what Shelly was thinking. Had she realized Gayle was hiding the source of her cooking skills?

“I just found the recipe online,” she blurted. “It must be a good recipe if this turned out so well.”

Shelly laughed. “That’s where I would have looked if I were cooking for somebody, but it doesn’t always turn out as well as they say.”

“Really? David said you learned to cook from your grandmother.”

Shelly shrugged, scraping her bowl with her spoon. “I guess. She taught me a few dishes, but she didn’t really teach me the fundamentals of cooking or anything. It’s true, though, I should—I mean, if I were going to invite somebody over, I would probably make one of the things she taught me.”

“Like the dip?” Gayle asked.

Shelly nodded. “Or those traditional Finnish pastries—actually, that takes too long, so I usually just make it for Christmas. It’s tasty, though. Hmm… I guess to entertain someone in my own house, I would make a quiche and some cookies.”

“Sounds like she taught you to make a lot of cheesy, bready stuff.”

“Well, that’s what they had to eat in Finland, right?” Shelly grinned. “It’s cold and dark there. You need comfort food and calories. I bet they used to make stuff out of reindeer cheese.”

Gayle laughed. “Can you even make cheese out of reindeer milk?”

“Sure, can’t you make cheese out of any kind of milk?”

Gayle sucked the last of her risotto off her spoon. “I don’t think so. I think there are animals with very light milk that doesn’t make good cheese. Don’t quote me on that, though.”

“Oh no,” Shelly said, grinning, “next time I’m involved in a debate about cheese, I’m going to pull you out as a reference.”

They both looked over as Kirk got up noisily and ambled over, tail wagging. He looked back and forth between them, panting.

Gayle put her bowl on the floor. “There you go, Kirk, enjoy.” He dove into it happily, licking all the traces of starch and butter off the bowl. As he finished, Shelly put her bowl on the floor, too, and he dove into that one.

“Want to go down to the park and throw a tennis ball for him?” Gayle asked eventually. After all, meeting Kirk had been the pretense for bringing Shelly over here.

It was also the actual reason. She wasn’t going to try to do anything else.

“Yeah, sounds like fun,” Shelly said. “Isn’t it going to get dark, though?”

Gayle turned and looked out the back door. “We’ve got another hour or so before we can’t see the ball we’re throwing.” She bent down to grab the bowls off the floor. Shelly bent down at the exact same time, reaching for them. Their hands brushed and Shelly pulled her arms back sharply.

Gayle’s heart felt like it had fled up into her throat to pound there. She carefully closed her fingers around the bowls and carried them to the sink.

Shelly had only touched her—barely—by accident, and she showed no signs of taking it casually. Tara had to be wrong. In fact, Shelly probably knew of Gayle’s crush, and was working very hard not to lead her on.

She didn’t have to try so hard. Gayle had already given up.

She stacked the bowls in the dishwasher, washed her hands, and turned to see Shelly petting Kirk’s head again. She grinned. “Okay, I’ll be right back. I need to get his leash from upstairs.”

“Sure,” said Shelly, looking up. “I’ll stay down here and pet Kirk.”

Kirk, however, had other ideas; he bounded up the stairs with Gayle, obviously having understood the word ‘leash.’ She glanced back, but Shelly didn’t follow.

She had to wait for a moment in her darkened room, leaning on the dresser to balance herself, before she could head back downstairs. Shelly was being very careful. She hoped Shelly didn’t think going up to her room had been an attempt at seduction; she always kept the leash up here.

She grabbed it, took a deep breath, and hooked it onto Kirk’s collar. They headed downstairs together. Gayle got her keys and held the door for Shelly while Kirk wagged his tail and bounced from foot to foot in excitement.

“It’s a few blocks away,” she said as she locked the door. “I hope you don’t mind a bit of a walk.” Of course, Gayle herself wasn’t wearing the best shoes for walking, but at least they wouldn’t kill her feet.

“I’ll be fine,” Shelly said. “I’m a derby girl, I can take it.” Gayle gave her a thumbs-up.

As they headed down the street, Gayle noticed that Shelly’s car was parked down the block. Did that mean anything? Of course not—it was just how she got around the city, unlike Gayle, who preferred to take the bus if she could.

“So how’s work?” Shelly asked.

“Eh, the same as usual.” Gayle paused as Kirk sniffed at the base of a tree. “They don’t know the difference between nouns and verbs, they can’t figure out how to write a complete sentence.” She shrugged. She worked for an internet technology company as their sole editor, going over the documentation written by the technical writers before it was either submitted to their clients or stored as best practices.

Technical ‘writer’ sure seemed like a stretch as their title a lot of the time, though. She felt like she was doing most of the writing herself.

The job had brought her to Philly at last, and she liked most of her coworkers, so that was good. But she would probably have to start looking for a better job, one that paid enough for her to move out of the shared house, soon. It was either that or start making real money with her online article writing, and that didn’t seem to be ready to level up.

“How about you?” She knew Shelly worked as a security officer, which must have been a stressful job—the perfect thing to burn off with roller derby at the end of the day, though it had to be a lot more physical than her job.

“Oh, it’s okay,” Shelly said. “They’re messing with my schedule, which sucks, but at least I still work at a factory that’s close to home. They shuffled people around and I almost got sent to work in New Jersey.”

Gayle grimaced. “Okay, that sounds worse than my job. The change in your schedule isn’t going to mess with roller derby, is it?”

“Heck no.” Shelly flashed her a grin, white in the fading light. “They know if I couldn’t get my Saturdays and my Tuesday and Thursday evenings, I’d quit.”

They’d reached the park, which still had a few kids running around, but no other dogs. Gayle pulled the tennis ball out of her pocket, unclipped Kirk’s leash, and tossed the ball for him. He tore off, running past the kids and making them laugh, before grabbing the tennis ball in his teeth and rushing back to them. He was really good at playing catch, though Gayle had lost a few tennis balls this way. She considered it a worthy sacrifice.

“Is that really wise?” she asked, watching Kirk run back and forth. “I guess it’s working out for you, but I’d be too worried to threaten quitting in case they call your bluff.”

“Oh, it’s not a bluff.” Shelly picked up the ball when Kirk dropped it at their feet and tossed it for him. He bounded off again after it. “I’m confident I’d be able to find a different security job if they dropped me, and they know it.”

“Okay, I’m impressed,” Gayle said. She was; her heart was beating a little faster and her crush on Shelly was more robust than ever before. “How did you get that good at security?”

“I guess I, uh, put the same energy into it as anything else I care about. Like roller derby, of course.”

“Of course.” Gayle bent to take the ball and throw it for Kirk again. She deliberately avoided Shelly’s gaze; she could tell that the other woman was looking at her, and she didn’t want to betray herself by looking back.

“I bet you have the same security. Anyone would be willing to hire you as an editor.”

Gayle smiled and waited for Kirk to return. He was slowing down a little bit; they’d have to head back to the house soon. “You don’t even know how good I am as an editor.”

“If you put as much energy into it as you do into roller derby, you’re amazing.” Shelly crouched down quickly to catch the ball as Kirk came back, then threw it for him. Her arm brushed Gayle’s shoulder as she stood up.

Gayle took a deep breath to try to calm her hammering heart. “Well, thanks. I guess I do.”

She put a lot of energy into a lot of different parts of her life. It helped take her mind off the utter, spectacular lack of success in dating she’d had.

Or at least that was the theory. Adding roller derby to her slate of work, dog, and article-writing had clearly backfired, making her even more obsessed with her love life.

And yet, she hadn’t managed to leave. It was physical, visceral in a way nothing else she did in her life was. She would never give up the other parts of her life, but without roller derby to balance everything out, she feared it would be a dull one.

Kirk came back and dropped the ball again, then stood still, panting. He was barely wagging his tail. “You ready to head home, boy?” Gayle asked him, rubbing his head. His tail wagged once.

“I guess that’s his signal,” Shelly said. She waited until Gayle had hooked his leash back on, then petted him as well. “You don’t look your age, but you feel it, don’t you, kid?”

Gayle carried the tennis ball in her hand as they walked back to the house, not wanting to stick the slobbery thing in her pocket again. “Yeah, he is slowing down a bit. He’s still always up for attention, though.”

As soon as they got back to the couch, Kirk hauled himself up onto the couch and sacked out with a huge sigh. Shelly laughed. “He’s like a middle-aged man coming back from a long day at work. All he needs is a beer.”

Gayle tossed the tennis ball into the wash and cleaned her hands at the kitchen sink. She could hear Shelly doing the same in the powder room. “I could put the TV on for him,” she called. “That would complete the picture without poisoning my dog.”

“Does he watch TV?” From the sound of Shelly’s voice, she had followed Gayle into the kitchen.

“He’ll always sit with somebody if they’re watching TV, but I think he likes the attention, not the actual television.” Gayle dried her hands and turned.

Shelly was suddenly very, very close.

“He’s a good dog, isn’t he?” Shelly said softly.

Gayle swallowed. “Yeah.”

“You’re good to him.” Shelly was staring into Gayle’s eyes. It was dark in the kitchen—the sun was going quickly, and Gayle hadn’t turned on any of the lights.

Shelly lifted her hand. It was shaking slightly. Gayle turned slightly, thinking Shelly wanted the paper towels behind her, but Shelly’s hand moved toward her. “That’s a pretty necklace,” she said.

“Thanks,” Gayle said, ready to explain it… but Shelly’s fingers touched her skin and she couldn’t speak.

Her fingers landed lightly on Gayle’s collarbone, a gentle, subtle touch—but it still made Gayle’s breath catch and all the nerves in her skin go on alert.

If Shelly touched Gayle as casually as she touched the rest of the team, this would have been nothing. But she didn’t. This felt ten times more momentous than any other touch. Gayle knew it mentally, and her body knew it, too, responding to that small touch as though it was a purposeful caress.

And then she looked into Shelly’s eyes, her determined gaze, her dilated pupils, and she realized that it was a purposeful caress.

“Shelly,” she whispered. Her heart was pounding and her throat was dry.

“I want to touch you too much,” Shelly whispered back. “I can’t handle it.”

“But you—you touch everyone else,” Gayle said, the words moving past just a slight constriction in her throat.

Shelly closed her eyes briefly and nodded. “It’s not a big deal with the others. It’s never important to me. Except for you.”

Gayle lifted her hand to Shelly’s, covering it, then closed her eyes, just feeling their skin on skin. Shelly’s was warm and dry, soft to the touch, but strong underneath. She knew there was plenty of muscle under there from roller derby.

She could feel her pulse, pounding as fast as Gayle’s own.

Shelly’s fingers shifted, just a little, but she didn’t seem to be trying to take her hand away, so Gayle didn’t let go. Then there was warmth against her face—she hadn’t realized until she felt a soft breath of air, but her lips were parted—and then another pair of lips were on her own, warm and gentle, but determined.

A wave of heat seemed to envelop her entire body, emanating from Shelly’s lips. When they separated, just a moment, Gayle kissed her again, desperately. She lifted her free hand and put it on the back of Shelly’s head, holding her there, kissing her again and again.

Her whole body was trembling. Her panties were damp. She couldn’t believe her daydreams were coming true. Here she was, in her own kitchen, kissing Shelly.

Shelly was letting Gayle touch her.

Shelly was touching her.

She knew it couldn’t last. It was too good to be forever. But as long as she had this in her grasp, she was going to hold onto it.

Shelly shifted her hand, the one under Gayle’s, and Gayle let go spasmodically, berating herself. She couldn’t force anything. If Shelly wanted it to stop, it stopped.

But Shelly kept kissing her.

She kept her head in the same place, her mouth wet on Gayle’s, her teeth lightly nipping at Gayle’s lower lip. Her hand was moving, not to move away from Gayle, but to move down on her body. Lower and lower, inching along slowly, until she reached Gayle’s breast and closed her hand around it.

Gayle would have gasped if she could take breath. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t react, couldn’t do anything except keep kissing Shelly and feel her touch.

“Breathe,” Shelly murmured against her lips, breaking away from the kiss for a moment. “I don’t want you passing out on me.”

Gayle managed to take in enough breath for a weak chuckle.

“Is this okay?” Shelly asked, giving Gayle’s breast the lightest of squeezes. “I don’t want—you shouldn’t feel like you can’t say no to me.”

“I couldn’t say no to you,” Gayle said honestly. “I want this. But—” Rational thought was returning, that plague, now that Shelly was no longer kissing her. “We shouldn’t.”

Shelly released her, and Gayle mourned the loss of the touch—but she didn’t step back. “Why not?”

“The team. You’re the captain—you can’t treat me differently than anyone else.”

Shelly nodded, resting her forehead against Gayle’s. Her eyes were so big and so blue. The ruffles on her shirt tickled Gayle’s collarbone. “I know. That’s why I’ve resisted up until now. But I don’t think it’s working. I have been giving you special treatment.”

Gayle swallowed and shook her head. Part of her wanted to scream in happiness that Shelly had wanted her, that this wasn’t a sudden thing, but she couldn’t get off the track of the conversation. This was an important concern and they couldn’t ignore it, or she would feel guilty all night, and tomorrow at derby practice for sure.

“I haven’t noticed anything,” she said. “Except that you don’t touch me, of course. But I’m not sure… I think Tara’s the only one who’s noticed that. Maybe Megan.” Tara was right, her conscience went. She would have to apologize. But could she tell anyone about this?

“Still.” Shelly took a deep breath. The release of it fluttered the ends of Gayle’s hair. “I’m pretty sure something would happen soon. I can’t get you out of my mind.”

“Will this make it easier?”

“Yes.” Shelly lifted her right hand and ghosted it over the skin of Gayle’s neck. Gayle had to close her eyes. “If I can just get this out of my system, I think I’ll be able to treat you the same as the rest of the team. Again. I promise it won’t change anything. Tomorrow, we’ll go to practice the same as always. Okay?”

“Yes. Okay. We can do that.”

Gayle probably would have said anything to get Shelly to keep touching her. If Shelly wanted it, there was no way she could say no. And it wasn’t a lie, exactly. It wasn’t a lie at all.

Tomorrow she would go to practice the same as always. She would pine after Shelly the same as always. Nothing would change between them.

Unless this worked for her the same way Shelly said it would, and she got it out of her system and everything was fine the next day. Why not? It wasn’t as though she’d tried this before. She’d never gotten past a single kiss with someone she really cared about before.

Internet flings were something else entirely. Maybe this would be just like one of those flings, except that—for the first time—she would see the person the next day.

Shelly kissed her again, her lips hot and full of promise. “So.” Gayle opened her eyes to see that Shelly was biting her lower lip, her top teeth sticking out just a little bit. “Don’t you need to put Kirk’s leash away?”

“Oh. Yeah.” Grinning, Gayle plucked the leash from the back of the chair where she’d left it and led Shelly upstairs to her room.


Chapter 4




Kirk followed them up the stairs, but he was tired enough that he was still making his way up when Gayle shut the door carefully behind her. He would be disappointed, but it wasn’t the first time she’d had to lock him out of her bedroom.

She replaced the leash on the dresser where it belonged, then flicked on the light. When she turned around, her heart and breathing nearly stopped.

Shelly had taken off her shirt.

Her breasts swelled under the white cotton of her extremely practical bra, the nipples making little shadows with their points. Gayle made a conscious effort to breathe in, then took the two steps to reach Shelly and lifted her hands to those perfect, round, beautiful breasts.

Shelly’s head tilted backward, her long neck exposed, her ubiquitous ponytail falling between her shoulder blades. Gayle bent her head to kiss down the column of Shelly’s neck. A tiny sound came out of the back of Shelly’s throat, a quiet mewl, a gentle moan.

Gayle put her hand on the back of Shelly’s head, lifted it up, and kissed her again, then gently pulled out the ponytail, running her fingers through Shelly’s lovely hair. It was as soft and silky as she’d ever imagined. It smelled very faintly of herbs—lemongrass and peppermint and eucalyptus.

She brought a handful of hair to her face and kissed it. Shelly made a breathy sound that might have been a laugh. She touched Gayle’s neck lightly, so lightly it made her shiver, then unclasped the necklace and took it off.

Then her hands were on Gayle’s shoulders, sliding down over them and to her waist, then her hips. She tugged gently on the hem of Gayle’s T-shirt and Gayle leaned back, just a tiny bit, to let her remove it.

Shelly slid her hands over Gayle’s shoulders again, then her waist. “Look at you,” she murmured. “You’re all muscle.”

Gayle swallowed, then smiled. “You’re one to talk.” She touched Shelly’s abs lightly with the tips of her fingers. The muscles were more defined than any Gayle had ever seen on a woman in real life.

Roller derby porn didn’t count.

Shelly grinned, her tongue sticking out a little bit between her teeth. “Well, I know what I like.”

She pulled Gayle in close again, their lips meeting, hot and wet. Shelly pressed the kiss in deeper. Her tongue slid into Gayle’s mouth, caressing the soft, damp flesh, and Gayle had to cling to her to stay upright.

She was throbbing between her legs. She wanted this to happen faster, and yet she wanted it to last forever. She didn’t want to ever leave a room shared with no one but Shelly.

But she also couldn’t resist reaching behind Shelly’s back and unhooking her bra. Shelly let out a soft sigh and allowed Gayle to pull the bra forward off her arms, releasing her breasts.

Gayle dropped the bra and brought her hands back to those lovely, round breasts. They were heavier than they looked, not small but compact, and dense. Like the rest of Shelly. She squeezed lightly, tweaked the nipples, and was rewarded with a quiet sound from deep in Shelly’s throat.

Gayle took a step backward to her bed, then, and tossed the comforter aside. It was covered in dog hair, and she didn’t want to subject Shelly to that. Once it was clear, she tugged on Shelly’s arm, guiding her to the bed.

Shelly lay back onto the bed, but then hauled on Gayle’s arm with force, pulling Gayle on top of her. Gayle landed with a grunt, half-bouncing off the mattress, and they both laughed. Gayle maneuvered so she was on top of Shelly, hands on the mattress over Shelly’s shoulders, knees on either side of her hips.

She stared down at Shelly, still laughing, her eyes and mouth open, her breasts bouncing, and felt something like awe. Over and over again, she was astonished that this was happening. That it was allowed to happen.

Just once, she reminded herself. She’d better get everything she could out of it.

While she was distracted, Shelly reached up and unhooked her bra, and Gayle lifted up onto her knees so that Shelly could pull it down off her arms. Then Shelly tugged her back down, kissing her and squeezing her breasts. Warmth washed through Gayle, suffusing her body, making her sweat.

She ran her hands up and down Shelly’s body, marveling at the feel of the soft skin over taut muscle, until her fingers encountered the waist of Shelly’s jeans. Suddenly she realized that those couldn’t stay on. Her hands came together to find the button, and she unbuttoned and unzipped them.

She pulled reluctantly away from Shelly’s mouth so she could see what she was doing, tugging the denim gently down past Shelly’s broad hips, over her powerful thighs. She kissed the skin there, admiring every inch of it. “Look at those roller derby muscles,” she said when she reached Shelly’s calf, squeezing it.

“Let’s not talk about roller derby,” Shelly said.

“Okay. Look at those very sexy muscles that have nothing to do with anything in particular.” Gayle pulled the jeans all the way off, taking Shelly’s shoes with them as Shelly laughed. Gayle climbed back up onto the bed, marveling that she could make Shelly laugh like that—Shelly, lying almost naked on her bed.

She moved to crawl on top of Shelly again, but this time Shelly pushed her over and got on top, her breasts hanging down nearly into Gayle’s face. As Shelly reached down, sneaking her fingers under the waist of Gayle’s jeans, Gayle lifted her head—working from the abs—and sucked one of Shelly’s nipples into her mouth.

Shelly cried out, a quiet but high sound, as though she were putting all the strength of her training shouts into a gentle noise. “Gayle,” she whispered, her fingers curling, tugging at Gayle’s panties and pulling them tight against her sex.

Gayle sucked harder, flicking the nipple with her tongue, and lifted her hand to the other breast, squeezing and caressing. Shelly let out a tiny “oh” sound and began to pant. Her fingers curled spasmodically against Gayle’s skin.

Gayle was almost desperate with the pressure. But she wanted to please Shelly first. She was soft now, so Gayle turned them over again, freeing Shelly’s breasts and letting her hand fall to the mattress. She hooked her fingers into the sides of Shelly’s sensible cotton underwear and tossed them quickly to the side.

Shelly didn’t seem to be able, or willing, to resist. She reached for Gayle and pulled her in for a kiss, but didn’t try to turn the tables again.

Gayle slid her hand down over Shelly’s taut body and slipped her fingers between the dense curls between her legs. Shelly gripped the back of her head, holding their mouths together, but it didn’t stop Gayle’s long arms from finding their way.

Her fingers dipped down into the heat and wet of Shelly’s sex, playing with the slickness, moving through the folds. She caressed her way up and down, then pushed two fingers into Shelly’s opening. Shelly made a noise against her mouth and let go just as her hips jerked in reaction.

Gayle bit her lip and pushed herself up with one arm so that she could reach Shelly more comfortably and still see her face. Her mouth was wide open, her eyes practically rolling back up into her head. Gayle, smiling, wondered how long she could keep this going on. She slowly pumped her two fingers in and out.

Some of the tension seemed to leave Shelly after a few minutes, her neck relaxing and her mouth going slack. Her hips were still twitching a little bit, as though trying to move closer to Gayle’s hand, but she knew she had to try harder.

She lowered her head, parted Shelly’s lower lips, and found her most sensitive spot. She flicked it with her tongue. Shelly let out a moan, her right hand gripping the sheets, her left raised in the air. Was she reaching for Gayle?

Gayle put her hand out hesitantly and touched Shelly’s fingers with it. Immediately, Shelly gripped her hand, squeezing tightly. “Gayle,” she moaned. “Please.”

Gayle found her swollen nub again and caressed it with her tongue, first soft, then hard and fast. Shelly’s cries grew louder and faster. They were a lot like the sounds of pleasure she’d made while eating the risotto, but higher, stronger.

Gayle knew she would never again be able to eat, see, or think about risotto without remembering this moment.

Shelly was gripping her hand so hard it almost hurt, but Gayle couldn’t stop—wouldn’t stop. Not when Shelly was practically lifting up on her feet to press her sex closer to Gayle’s face. Not with the sweet taste of her juices, the musky smell. Not when she was finally able to give Shelly the pleasure she’d dreamed of.

She knew when Shelly came because there was a sudden, throbbing increase in heat, and Shelly let out a tiny “oh!”, her entire body tensing and then relaxing, falling bonelessly onto the bed.

For several moments, she didn’t let go of Gayle’s hand.

Gayle, sucking in deep breaths, straightened up a little so she could look at Shelly some more. She was so beautiful there, breathing hard, her eyes half-lidded.

She opened them after a few seconds of scrutiny and smiled. “That was amazing,” she said. “I knew it would be. Worth the wait.”

Gayle smiled back. “I try.”

“See, I knew it.” Shelly pushed herself up on her elbows, breasts shifting position, her silky hair a wild halo around her face. “Didn’t I say that you’d be good at anything you really put energy into?”

Gayle bit her lip, remembering Shelly’s hesitation when she said that. Was that when she’d decided it would be a good idea to seduce her?

Not that she cared. Anytime was a good time for Shelly to seduce her.

“Yeah, you did say that.”

“And I said,” Shelly continued, pushing herself up until she was sitting upright, “that I do the same thing.”

Gayle nodded, and then Shelly was kissing her again, her arms around Gayle’s neck. Gayle kissed her back desperately. She was back to the same place: desire for Shelly, but not wanting to do anything but hold Shelly, skin on skin as they were.

It felt so right, having her here. She wasn’t the first girl Gayle had slept with in this bed, but her presence in Gayle’s space was much more comfortable than she’d ever had before.

“First thing,” Shelly said, breaking away, “these pants. What are you doing with your pants still on?”

Gayle lay back, allowing Shelly access to her jeans. “Uh, so you could take them off me?”

Shelly laughed. “Good answer.” She pulled off Gayle’s jeans and underwear together; she’d already lost her shoes at some point.

Gayle felt self-conscious, suddenly naked in front of her team captain and longtime crush, but Shelly didn’t seem to have any hesitation. She slid her hands up the inside of Gayle’s thighs, then followed her hands with her lips, kissing her way up the sensitive skin. That way she coaxed Gayle’s legs apart, leaving room for her.

When her fingers stroked lightly against the edges of Gayle’s lips, Gayle felt a burst of pleasure like she’d never known before. Having Shelly touch her…

“Is this a dream?” she whispered.

“This better be real,” Shelly said, her puffs of breath hitting Gayle’s most sensitive skin. “My sexy dreams always end too early.”

Then her tongue was pushing its way between Gayle’s folds, aiming for the wet heat of her center. Gayle groaned out loud, clutching the sheets. She was already almost overwhelmed with pleasure. She didn’t think Shelly would have to work very hard.

Shelly’s tongue slid up and around, wetting Gayle’s entire sex and circling around her sensitive nub. Gayle tried to remember to breathe. Her world had narrowed to Shelly’s tongue and her own skin. She could hardly even see the top of Shelly’s head.

Then Shelly formed her lips into a wide O and sucked, pulling Gayle’s nub into her mouth. Gayle almost screamed, the intense sensation sending waves of pleasure through her entire body, radiating out even to the tips of her fingers and toes.

Shelly lifted her head slightly. “You like that, gorgeous?” Her voice was husky.

Gayle had to work to breathe before she could respond. Even then, all she could get out was a shaky “Yes.”

It was like the end of a derby game, when she’d been pushing herself for hours, working hard, and she was almost out of reserves. She was ready to collapse. But Shelly kept her going.

Now she thrust fingers into Gayle’s opening—two, then three, filling the space. She gently thrust her fingers in and out while her tongue returned to the most sensitive spot.

Gayle thought her vision whitened. Maybe she just couldn’t use any of the nerves in the rest of her body. All her energy was focused on that one spot.

Pressure built between her legs as Shelly’s tongue worked on her. She gasped for breath. She wanted to sit up—she wanted to race—she wanted to—

Then Shelly created the suction again, her tongue flicking away, and Gayle exploded. She barely heard herself screaming out Shelly’s name as every nerve in her body fired at once, filling her mind with fireworks and her body with a cresting wave of pleasure that went on and on.

Shelly let her go, and she came back to herself, panting. She had to swallow a few times before she could speak. “You’re incredible,” she finally said, hoarsely.

“It’s only fair,” Shelly replied, sitting up. “You get what you give, right?”

Gayle shook her head wordlessly. She didn’t think she could possibly have given as much as she’d gotten. She would have to try that suction trick next time Shelly…

Oh. That’s right. There wouldn’t be a next time.

She sat up as well, folding her legs underneath her. She desperately wanted more contact with Shelly, to hold each other, their skin touching with no drama. But she knew she couldn’t ask.

“Thank you,” Shelly said, patting her on the knee. “That was exactly what I needed.”

Gayle nodded. She wanted to respond with ‘Anytime,’ but that sounded simultaneously too desperate and too casual. So she settled for, “Thank you.”

Exactly what Shelly needed. So she’d gotten it out of her system, just like she’d wanted.

Gayle did not think she could say the same.

She leaned forward slightly, almost ready to take the risk of asking Shelly to hold her, but just at the same moment, Shelly got off the bed.

“I’d better head home,” she said with a sigh, picking up her underwear off the floor and pulling it on with her back to Gayle. Gayle enjoyed the view of her ass, but she didn’t want Shelly to leave.

“Are you sure?” Gayle asked. “You can spend the night. I’m sure my roommates wouldn’t mind, and I can make you breakfast in the morning.” Inwardly, she cursed herself for trying to beg Shelly to stay. If Shelly didn’t want to stay, she shouldn’t.

But she feared she would fall apart if Shelly left.

Shelly straightened up, this time with her bra in hand, and turned to face Gayle as she put it on. Her smile was a little too knowing. “Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ll be better off spending the night in my own bed. And tomorrow we’ll arrive at derby practice separately, like we always do. Nothing will be different, right?”

Gayle nodded and tried to speak past the lump in her throat. “Right. Nothing will be different.”

She took a deep breath and looked away from Shelly, who still looked delectable as she wiggled back into her clothes. Gayle gathered up her own clothes and tossed them into the hampers where they belonged; no need to get dressed now unless she was going to accompany Shelly to the door, which she didn’t think she could handle.

Instead, when Shelly was dressed, she opened the bedroom door for her. Before either of them could say anything, Kirk nudged his way in, pushing the door open further with his head and squirming between them. Shelly laughed and petted him. “Bye, Kirk. Nice to meet you. Gayle…” She looked up, a smile still on her lips, and for a moment Gayle thought she was going to get a kiss goodbye.

But Shelly just said, “See you at practice tomorrow.”

Gayle nodded. “Yeah. See you.”

She shut the door quietly behind Shelly, then listened for her footsteps on the stairs and the front door opening and closing. It sounded as if none of her roommates were home yet, which was a relief—otherwise, they would have greeted Shelly and probably asked who she was. They would assume she and Gayle had slept together, which wouldn’t really help Shelly’s plan for everything to be normal again the next day.

She turned and patted Kirk on his head. The lump was still in her throat. She straightened the sheets and threw the comforter back on top for Kirk.

She realized that Shelly’s hair tie was still on the floor. Catching her breath, she bent down and picked it up. She wasn’t going to chase after Shelly to give it back. Should she bring it to roller derby practice in the morning?

She couldn’t hand it over in front of everyone.

Gayle swallowed, staring at the hair tie. She tucked it into a drawer by her bed, then headed for the shower.

She told herself she wouldn’t cry. She told herself it was just the hot water of the shower running down her face.


Chapter 5




The next morning, when Gayle woke, she wondered if it had all been a dream.

Then she rolled over and smelled sex on her sheets, and she knew it hadn’t.

She threw on some shabby clothes, took Kirk for a quick walk, knocked out her daily fitness routine (a hundred pushups, a hundred crunches, a hundred bicycle crunches) and then whipped up her breakfast. Her roommates had come home last night (Madison’s purse was on the back of the couch) but must still have been sleeping. It was a relief to have the kitchen quiet and to herself that morning.

She ate a hearty meal, flipping through the blogs and articles she kept up with, then checking her email.

It wasn’t much use. None of it was enough to distract her from what had happened last night with Shelly. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to forget it.

She wanted to call Shelly, to say something, to plan to greet her at roller derby with a kiss. But none of that was going to happen.

Maybe when she got there everything would be normal, just like Shelly had said. Maybe when she saw Shelly again the ache in her heart would be eased and she would realize that last night had been enough.

But she wasn’t optimistic.

No one had responded to any of her article pitches, so there wasn’t much to do before practice. She took Kirk out in the backyard and threw a ball for him a few times, but it wasn’t as much fun as the park, since the yard was small, and it certainly didn’t distract her from her thoughts. She couldn’t help remembering how, last night, Shelly must have gotten the idea to sleep together while they were throwing a ball for Kirk.

At least it was something to pass the time. She did some more reading as he lay in the sun and basked. Then, finally, it was time to get ready for derby practice.

She went in and got dressed, picked up her derby bag, and headed out to her car. At least it was a beautiful morning. There was enough sun to counteract the early-autumn chill, but not enough to actually make it hot out.

Only two other cars were in the parking lot when she arrived at the practice site. One of them was Shelly’s and the other was Leya’s—and Leya hardly talked. Gayle swallowed and considered waiting a few more minutes before going inside. Then she told herself she was being a coward.

On the derby track, she never hesitated. Surely she didn’t change that much off it.

She grabbed her bag, locked her car, and marched inside. Then, to her relief, she saw not just Leya and Shelly, but also Tara, Christy, and Helen. Leya must have given them rides—or maybe they’d taken public transportation. Either way, at least she wasn’t alone trying to make casual conversation with Shelly.

She greeted them all, and as they stood around chatting, more team members arrived. Shelly waved her hands at them. Gayle almost jumped as one of Shelly’s fingers brushed her shoulder. “All right, enough chatting. Let’s get in the locker room and get ready to roll.”

Gayle glanced back as she headed for the locker room with the others, but Shelly wasn’t looking at her. Maybe it had just been a casual touch this time.

Shelly had them start with laps, like always, with her at the head of the pack—at least until the fastest people, like Megan and Leya, got out front. Gayle couldn’t always tell whether Megan was showing off or just needed to burn off energy; Leya was quiet enough that Gayle was sure she wasn’t showing off.

Gayle herself lagged behind on the first few laps. She didn’t want to get ahead of Shelly or, worse, next to her. Skating behind her and remembering what that muscular ass looked like naked was bad enough. But when Lisa slowed down to match pace with Gayle, Shelly spun on her skates and got behind them.

“Come on, slackers!” she cried. “Get your speed up!” She put one hand on each of their backs and pushed.

It increased Gayle’s speed—she couldn’t help but shoot forward—but messed with her breathing. She felt as though she had a hot, burning brand on her lower back where Shelly had touched her. It was a totally different touch than the ones she’d gotten last night—but this was newer. Almost casual. Just like Shelly did with everyone else.

Gayle put on another burst of speed and swallowed, trying to hold back her tears. Shelly had been telling the truth. Now that she and Gayle had slept together, everything was back to normal—even more normal than it had ever been.

After a few more laps, Shelly got them on harder workouts, including pushups and squats with their skates on. She didn’t look at Gayle any more or less than she looked at anyone else. Gayle couldn’t look anywhere other than at Shelly, but at least she had an excuse.

They ran a practice jam next. Gayle and Shelly were on the same team, both blocking. Their shoulders bumped together as Megan tried to get past them and they skated hard, side to side, keeping her from breaking through.

Gayle didn’t let it mess with her stride. At least she hoped it wasn’t messing with her stride. Every time Shelly touched her, another little jolt went through her.

Finally Megan did break through them, and they separated. The practice went back to normal. After the jam, Shelly let them have a break for water and to catch their breath, and Gayle took the opportunity to check on herself from someone who wouldn’t be biased.

“Am I doing okay?” she asked Lisa, sitting down next to her with her bottle of water. Lisa was the perfect one to ask; she was older than the rest of the team, so she probably had a better perspective, and she wouldn’t have any idea about Gayle’s crush on Shelly or Shelly’s interest in Gayle.

“Looked good to me,” Lisa said, raising her eyebrows. “Why do you ask?”

Gayle shook her head. “I was up late last night.”

“Oh, really?” Lisa winked. “What’s her name?”

Gayle knew she was blushing and covered up with a cough, which she followed with a swig of water. By then, someone else had called Lisa’s attention away. It was fine for Lisa to think Gayle had been up late with someone, she reminded herself. She just couldn’t actually admit to whom.

The rest of the practice was normal, or it would have been, if Gayle hadn’t felt as though she was burning every time Shelly touched her. But at least she was confident in her skating ability. She could block anybody, and the fact that she was still playing well even when so completely off balance just made her feel better.

That night, at least, she got something to take her mind off of Shelly when Megan managed to get herself injured during the game. It wasn’t so much the injury—nothing out of the ordinary about that—as the way the Rolling in the Street blocker had immediately volunteered to take Megan to the hospital. Was there something between them?

When they arrived at the hospital to surprise Megan after the game, seeing the way the two of them were sitting together, Gayle was sure there was. But she wouldn’t say anything. If anyone saw anything between her and Shelly, she hoped they would extend the same courtesy.




The next month was slow, burning torture. Roller-derby practice and games went on as usual—though with much less involvement from Megan, since she was sidelined by doctor’s orders. Every time Gayle started to feel sorry for herself, she would look at Megan and remember that a physical injury preventing her from skating would be so much worse.

But Gayle still couldn’t get her mind off Shelly, whether on the track or anywhere else. Shelly, on the other hand, seemed to be having no difficulty. She was once again treating Gayle like every other player, complete with affectionate pats on the shoulder and kisses on the forehead—kisses that Gayle would treasure for hours, reminders of what Shelly’s lips had felt like on her own… not to mention on parts lower down.

Once or twice Shelly would look at Gayle and her lips would part, and Gayle was sure she was about to either kiss her or say something just for her. But it was only wishful thinking. Shelly would always have something to say about derby or the weather or something else inconsequential.

One Sunday morning, after a long and sweaty session with her vibrator, Gayle decided that this couldn’t go on.

Ever since Shelly had graced this bed, being in it alone just hadn’t been as satisfying. And Gayle had washed the sheets several times, but she never seemed to be able to get the smell of Shelly and sex out of it. At this point she knew for sure that it had to be imaginary, but she still couldn’t shake it.

Maybe getting someone else in the bed would do the trick for her. If nothing else, she would have a new set of sex memories to keep at the forefront of her mind.

She got out of bed, cleaned up, let the dog in, and dragged out her laptop. She’d done this before—it was even easier in the city. Most girls probably went to bars or clubs to find dates, but Gayle was too introverted for that. She’d never be able to spend enough time in a bar to talk to a girl before panicking and running out.

The internet made all of that easier. Not only could you talk to just one person at a time, there was no awkward flirting while trying to figure out if you and the other person were after the same thing. She could just chat with people looking for casual sex, and when they saw each other in person, they could get straight to it.

It wasn’t always quite that easy, but within an hour, she had someone willing to come to her house that night and not be offended by the roommates.

She spent the rest of the day working—one of her pitches had been accepted, and now she had to write the article—and walking the dog. After a small dinner, she went back upstairs and put a little makeup on, then stared at herself in the mirror. She still didn’t think she looked very good. Not bad, but not someone to have a one-night stand with.

Then again, the girl who’d agreed to come over was just going by a few photos, one of which was a few months old, and the rest of which were all from derby games. What was she expecting? Maybe someone rough. Someone ready to knock her down and fuck her hard.

Gayle felt a little sick.

Her phone buzzed, making her jump. She pulled it out of her back pocket to look at the message.

It was her date. Hey, I think I’m here.

Gayle swallowed and ran down the steps, slowing just as she reached the bottom. Kirk picked his head up and wagged his tail at her, but otherwise everyone ignored her. He was sitting with Madison as she, Harold, and Levi watched TV.

Gayle wiped her hands on her jeans and went to the door. The girl standing at the bottom of the steps matched the pictures she’d sent to Gayle; dark hair in a short bob, skinny, tattooed arms. She must have been oblivious to the chill for her arms to be so bare. One of her photos had been topless; Gayle would be finding out if that matched, as well.

“Come on in,” she said quietly, leaning out the door. The woman—Val, her name was Val—looked up at her and grinned, white teeth flashing.

They walked past the roommates watching TV and up the stairs. Gayle’s pulse beat in her throat. No one said anything, but she knew they must see her. As she reached the top of the steps, someone turned up the volume on the TV, and her cheeks warmed with embarrassment. They didn’t want to hear her having sex.

She opened the door for Val and followed her inside, the queasy feeling in her stomach increasing. She’d forgotten how much she disliked bringing people into her room. This place was her sanctuary, just for her and Kirk—and Shelly, of course.

She squeezed her eyes shut as she closed the door. That was the whole point of this exercise, to erase Shelly from her memories, or at least to push those memories out of the forefront. If that meant briefly interrupting the sanctuary of her room, well, Gayle had faced scarier things.

When she opened her eyes again, Val was only inches away. She was a couple of inches shorter than Gayle, and even skinnier up close, like Gayle could break her in half with her bare hands. She laughed, her voice low and husky. “You do have polite roommates, don’t you?”

Gayle swallowed and nodded. She couldn’t think of anything else to say in response to that.

Val lifted her hands to Gayle’s upper arms and squeezed. Gayle flexed her biceps a tiny bit, and Val whistled. “Damn, your pictures weren’t fake, were they? You really are a derby girl. Wanna jam me?” She laughed again, showing a tongue pierced with a silver barbell.

Gayle flinched, and she wasn’t sure if it was just at Val’s incorrect use of derby terminology. Shelly would never—but that was the point. This girl wasn’t anything like Shelly.

Val leaned in, going up on her toes, and kissed Gayle. Her mouth was hot and dry. The barbell on her tongue pressed against Gayle’s lips.

Gayle put her arms around Val’s waist and tried to kiss her back. It was hard to do when she kept comparing everything Val did to Shelly and finding her wanting.

But that wasn’t fair to Val. She hadn’t come here out of friendship; she just wanted sex. Just like Gayle. She made herself lower her hands, cupping Val’s little, skinny behind.

Val moaned against Gayle’s lips and brought her own hands to Gayle’s waist. She slid her hands up under Gayle’s shirt and over her bra, squeezing her breasts.

Gayle’s skin instinctively flinched away, and she found her breath growing short. This wasn’t how she wanted to be touched. This wasn’t who she wanted to be touched by.

She let go of Val’s ass and stepped back, blinking, trying to clear her vision and her mind. The whole point was that Val wasn’t Shelly—but a girl like this wasn’t going to erase that memory from Gayle’s mind. There was nothing wrong with her, except that Gayle didn’t feel any attraction whatsoever.

“Stop,” she said, her voice hoarse.

Val immediately removed her hands from Gayle’s shirt, but she lifted them and put them around her neck instead. “What do you like, baby? You want to push me around a little, throw me on the bed? I’m into that if you like it. Just a little bit rough.” She bit Gayle lightly on the shoulder.

Gayle swallowed her revulsion and shook her head. That definitely wasn’t her thing. If anything, she wanted to be on the receiving end, and she wouldn’t be able to take it seriously coming from little Val anyway.

“I’m sorry. It’s just—I’m not—I thought this was what I wanted, but I was wrong.”

Val stepped back, letting go of her, her lips pouting. “You sure, baby? You don’t want this?” She tugged her top off in one quick motion, baring her skinny midriff and a pair of (admittedly quite nice, round and perky) breasts barely covered by a bralette.

“No. I’m sorry.” Gayle didn’t feel any attraction at all. If this had been her first time meeting a stranger for sex, she would think that she just wasn’t attracted to anybody until she got to know them. But that wasn’t the case; she was just hung up on Shelly.

“Shit. That sucks.” Val pulled her shirt back on, her mouth twisted in wry disappointment. “Damn, you have me all riled up, too. Maybe I can find someone else in the area if I’m not too picky.”

Gayle looked down and adjusted her shirt, then opened the door to her bedroom. “Let me walk you down.”

They walked in silence—not that they could have heard each other speak over the blaring of the TV—and out into the chilly night air. “I really am sorry,” Gayle said when they were outside. She really felt bad that she’d made Val travel out to meet her for nothing. If only she hadn’t been so determined to have her casual fling over in her bed, this would be so much less embarrassing.

Val shrugged. “Hey, I’m disappointed, but it happens. Those muscles, though, damn. You have any roller-derby friends?”

Gayle couldn’t help but smile. “Well, yeah, but I don’t know if…”

Val waved her hand dismissively. “Kidding. I can probably meet derby girls better if I go to the games.”

Gayle told her where and when the next game would be. It would be awkward to see her in the audience—but what was a little more awkwardness? “Sorry again.”

Val had turned to go, but she turned back and smiled, a real smile that made the skin crinkle at the corners of her eyes. “It’s all right, really. I just hope, whoever she is, she figures out what she’s got and learns to treat you right.”

Gayle watched Val go, but she wasn’t really looking at her. She was just trying to swallow down the lump in her throat.


Chapter 6




If there was one thing that sexual frustration was good for, it was that it made Gayle skate even harder. She was at her best on the track, and it was exhilarating. Seeing Shelly—or worse, bumping into each other on skates—still made her hesitate a little bit, but her hesitation hadn’t lost them a match yet.

Shelly seemed to have noticed it, though. Gayle felt that she was being scheduled in fewer jams. Gayle tried not to say anything, pretended not to notice, but after three weeks of being sidelined she had to say something to Shelly after the match. It turned into an argument, but before Gayle could start crying, Megan interrupted and calmed her down. She knew she was at least in better shape than Megan, who was still out on injury.

The next week’s game went more smoothly. Gayle didn’t seem to be in any of the same jams as Shelly, but at least she was being properly utilized. Plus, Megan was back, which was a boost to morale—and they won. Gayle was feeling pretty good about herself at the end of that day. She’d been working hard, and that was paying off.

Even knowing she was at the top of her game, it was still a shock to have Shelly grab her arm as she stepped out of the locker room and whisper, “Gayle, there’s a recruiter who wants to talk to you!”

A recruiter? Gayle followed Shelly in a daze as she pulled her toward Leya, Helen, Mindy, and a stranger. She didn’t understand what anyone could possibly want to recruit her for.

“Here’s Sir Blocksalot,” Shelly announced as they reached the group. “Margaret Splatwood is, uh—she’ll be out in a minute.”

Were they waiting for Megan? Shelly hadn’t said anything to her. This was the first time she’d been back on the track, playing, and she was doing very well, as always—but she was also clearly a little slowed down by her injury. Did Shelly not want to reveal that Megan had been injured?

What did this have to do with roller derby?

“Okay, then, let’s get started,” the stranger said, grinning and holding her hand out. Mindy shook it, then Helen, Leya, and finally Gayle. “I was just speaking to your captain here, so she knows that I was on last year’s championship team, the Sisterly Love All-Stars.” Mindy gasped, then covered her mouth with her hand. Helen laughed.

“My name’s Amelia,” the stranger continued, “and I’m here offering the four of you personal invitations to try out for this year’s championship team. Five, when Margaret Splatwood gets here. You all have phenomenal records, and we’re only taking the best, because this year we totally want to win the tournament.”

Amelia raised her fist in the air, and Mindy quickly followed suit. Gayle, Leya, and Helen were a little slower, but they were into it, all of them grinning.

Gayle was incredibly flattered and more than a little startled to hear that she was considered good enough for a specific invitation to try out for the city’s all-star team. But she knew immediately that she was going to go for it. She loved roller derby, and she needed the distraction.

Most importantly, if Shelly wasn’t going to be on the all-star team, any team practices would be time spent away from Gayle’s all-consuming, hopeless crush.

“I’m in,” she said.

“Hell, yeah!” Mindy said.

“Me, too,” Helen chimed in. Leya just nodded, but her eyes were sparkling.

And then, finally, Megan emerged from the locker room and joined them, and Amelia turned to her. Gayle turned to Shelly, grinning. She was so excited for this. She wanted to share it with someone.

She couldn’t share it with Shelly the way she wanted.

Then, to her surprise, Shelly pulled her into a hug. “You’re going to do awesome,” she whispered in Gayle’s ear as she held her close. Gayle could feel every curve of her body—and her own heart, pounding hard. “You’re definitely going to make it onto the championship team and you’re going to do Philly proud, all right?”

“Yes,” Gayle whispered back. “All right.” She moved to put her arms around Shelly in return, wanting to hold her close, wanting to hold her forever—but by then Shelly had already let go and was talking to Amelia and Megan.




The tryouts were almost enough to make Gayle turn tail and run. They were taking place in a huge arena stuffed with people. There had to be a hundred women trying out for the team, from the members of Monstrous Regiment who’d been invited to people Gayle recognized from teams they’d played against and people she’d never seen before. That included, apparently, Megan’s girlfriend, Mountain Bruise.

At least having a crush on your team captain was different than dating someone on the opposing team. Gayle didn’t envy them.

And, more importantly, Shelly hadn’t been invited to try out for the all-star team.

Gayle saw her in the stands, of course, sitting near the area for those trying out; she would have been shocked if Shelly hadn’t shown up to cheer on Megan, Leya, Helen, and Mindy. Maybe she would have avoided it if just Gayle had been there, but…

No, that was a ridiculous and uncharitable thing to think. She had no reason to suspect that Shelly wanted to avoid her. Shelly felt about Gayle the same way she felt about everyone else on the team, and Gayle knew that even if just one person on the team had been trying out for the all-stars, Shelly would have been there to support them. She might call it heckling, but knowing she was there and watching would have made any member of the Monstrous Regiment play harder.

That was just one of the many things Gayle loved about her.

She found an empty seat in the area set aside for those trying out and slumped into it, resisting the urge to cover her face with her hands. She couldn’t run away. She needed this. If there was anything that could distract her from pining after Shelly, it was roller derby with a completely different team.

She just had to get herself into the derby headspace. Lots of people were here, but they wanted to watch her play or compete with her. They didn’t want to talk to her or interact with her. They wanted to see her play hard and they wanted to cheer.

It was just like a derby game. A big, high-stakes derby game. She was never nervous during those (except when it came to Shelly); she couldn’t be nervous now.

Anyway, if she backed down from this, the actual tournament would be way too much for her. And she badly wanted to be in the tournament.

She managed to relax. She was going to blow them all away with her skating. This was going to be great.

Then she saw Shelly in the stands again, waving enthusiastically at someone—not Gayle—and bit her lip.

Thankfully, the first round of tryouts was pretty easy for her. They had to skate around the track, showing off their speed and accuracy, and then their ability to jump obstacles. None of it was a problem for Gayle, though she thought she saw Helen stumble. At least Leya and Megan looked amazing; Gayle was on the track at the same time as Mindy, so she didn’t see how she did.

When they announced a break, Gayle sat back in her seat and took a big drink of water. She was satisfied with her performance, but there were a lot of amazing skaters on the track today. If she didn’t make the cut, she wouldn’t be upset.

Though she would try harder next year.

She turned unwillingly to look at the crowd, but she didn’t see Shelly. Maybe she’d left. Had she seen how well Gayle was skating? Had she been disappointed in her team? Gayle tried to swallow her nerves. Shelly didn’t need to be impressed by her skating; she wasn’t the one deciding who made it onto the all-star team.

Then she heard Shelly’s voice. “Hey, Gayle!”

She braced herself and turned. Shelly was standing just on the other side of the low barrier they’d erected around the skaters, hanging over it and waving. She was just a few seats away. There was no way Gayle could pretend she hadn’t heard her.

Not that she would do it if she could. She could never resist Shelly, no matter how much it hurt her.

Gayle stood up and rolled the few feet over to Shelly, stopping just outside of arm’s reach. Then she made herself roll forward a little more so that she could lean on the railing as well. She wasn’t going to let Shelly ruin her nerves. There was no reason for them to touch right now anyway.

“You looked great out there!” Shelly said, her eyes shining with excitement. “I really think you’re going to make it onto the team!”

Gayle shook her head, though she couldn’t help smiling at Shelly’s words. As team captain, she was always generous with praise, but it usually came tempered with some suggestions for improvement—she wanted her team to be the best it could be. Hearing pure and simple praise from her was doubly meaningful to Gayle.

“Thanks,” she said. “I hope so. There are a lot of amazing skaters out here.”

“Not as good as you,” Shelly said. “Megan and Leya, too. I have a great team here.” She waved at someone over Gayle’s shoulder.

Gayle glanced back to see Mindy wave back, before turning to chat with a vaguely familiar girl next to her. “That’s true. Megan started out doing derby with Monstrous Regiment too, didn’t she? What about Leya—did she do any roller derby before she joined us?”

Shelly shrugged. “I’m not sure. You know she doesn’t like to talk about herself.”

“I know,” Gayle said quickly. She didn’t want to pry into Leya’s past—not if Leya didn’t want to talk about it herself. “I just wondered how much credit you can take for us being amazing. You got both me and Megan our starts.” She hoped she wasn’t blushing. She definitely wouldn’t be where she was today without Shelly, but how much of Shelly’s influence was her actual coaching ability and how much was just Gayle’s crush?

Shelly snorted, but she was still smiling. “Don’t be ridiculous. I might have pushed you guys a little, but the fantastic skating I’m seeing is all you. Oh—I better sit back down.”

They were blowing a whistle to signal the end of the break. “Me too,” Gayle said. “Thanks for coming out to cheer for us.”

“Of course,” Shelly said. She lifted her arm, hesitated, then patted Gayle on the shoulder. Gayle almost leaned into the touch, and when Shelly’s hand left her skin, she still felt the heat there.

She returned to her seat and listened to the announcement of the names. The only one from their team who hadn’t made it on to the next round of tryouts was Helen, no doubt due to her stumble. Shelly’s coaching certainly hadn’t caused problems for any of them.

Gayle touched her skin where Shelly had touched her. She was going to do even better in the second round, with thoughts of Shelly to urge her on. She knew it.




The next week was painful—but, after the almost-obsessive thoughts of Shelly for the last few months, Gayle welcomed it as a reprieve. Instead of Shelly, she was thinking constantly about the all-star tryouts. Had she done well enough? Had anyone she wanted to see on the team with her made it? What was she going to do if she didn’t make it?

Kirk seemed to pick up on her energy, spending more time leaning on her and less on her roommates. He also welcomed the extra walks she ended up giving him, even if it meant that most of the rest of the time, he was sacked out and snoozing on the floor.

She wasn’t even sure how they were going to tell people whether they’d gotten on the all-star team. They had everyone’s phone numbers and email addresses from when they signed up—would they call her?

She hoped the news wouldn’t come in a phone call, whether she’d gotten in or not. Either way, she thought she would be too emotional to talk on the phone to someone about it. Still, she found herself checking her phone several times a day to make sure she hadn’t missed anything.

She was afraid her performance would suffer at work, since her mind was a little scattered, but no one said anything. Of course, none of them would notice if the documents were edited a little less thoroughly than usual (judging by the number of errors they were surprised to have her find), but her document queue wasn’t piling up any higher than usual—in fact, it was getting a little lower, but that was probably because the holiday season was approaching. During December, half the office would be out, so there was less to do.

Thankfully, the all-star tournament was in December, so she would have something to look forward her to get her through the work days.

Assuming she got in.

On Saturday afternoon, a week after the tryouts, she was working on an article for a business blog when her phone rang. She dove for it, nearly knocking her laptop off her lap, and snatched it up with shaking fingers. 

It was Shelly.

She wasn’t actually disappointed to see Shelly’s name on the screen. But she’d been expecting an unknown number, one of the coaches from the all-star team calling to tell her the news. How much longer was she going to have to wait?

She took a few deep breaths to calm herself, then hastily accepted the call before Shelly gave up. “Hi, Shelly, what’s up?” she said, trying to keep her voice casual.

Shelly, on the other hand, was obviously excited over the phone. “Did you see it yet?”

“See what?” Gayle looked out her window, but there was nothing interesting to see out there. Kirk was, as usual, snoozing on the floor.

Shelly laughed, an unusually high-pitched sound. “I guess not! Check your email.”

“My email? Okay.” Gayle frowned. She’d just looked at it a few minutes… no, it had been over an hour ago. At least she could still get so focused on writing an article that she didn’t pay attention to the passage of time.

She navigated back to her browser, then to the tab her email was open in. At the top of the unread emails was one with the subject line “SISTERLY LOVE ALL-STARS.”

Her heart started pounding and she could feel her palms sweating. Was this what Shelly was calling about? How could she possibly know? She hadn’t tried out. Maybe Megan, Leya, or Mindy had gotten the email and told her. But then why was she calling Gayle?

She tried to look at her other email. Maybe Shelly meant something else entirely. But only one other new email had come in, and it was an ad for a big-box store. That couldn’t be it.

She sucked in a breath, still looking at that subject line. “The all-star team?”

“Yeah!”

Gayle had to have gotten in. Otherwise, why would Shelly be calling her? But why would she call in the first place? How did she know?

First things first. She had to read the email and find out the truth. Then she could ask Shelly all she wanted.

She clicked. It opened. There was the dramatic announcement, and the list. They’d listed them in alphabetical order by derby name, and Mountain Bruise was the last one that showed up on her screen.

She scrolled down.

“Oh, my god.” There she was. Sir Blocksalot. Listed with thirteen other names as the new lineup of the Sisterly Love All-Star roller-derby team. “I made it!”

Shelly laughed again, her voice full of glee. “I told you!”

Gayle tried to take a deep breath to calm down, but she was laughing, too. She felt giddy with excitement and relief. She let her eyes skim over the list—Megan was on it, too, and Leya, and Megan’s girlfriend, and Amelia, who’d invited them to the tryouts in the first place. It was a great lineup. She knew they were going to be amazing.

But they had to practice hard—less than a month remained until the tournament.

“How did you know?” she finally managed to ask Shelly.

“I saw you play at the tryouts. You were spectacular. They couldn’t put together an all-star team without you.”

“That’s not what I mean, but I’ll take the compliment.” Gayle knew she was blushing. Good thing no one but Kirk was there to see her. “How did you know to call now? This email only came in half an hour ago. Did Megan tell you?”

“No, David did. Didn’t I tell you that he’s finally getting involved in roller derby? He won’t coach or do announcements, but they needed a few people to help organize the tournament from Philly, so he’s doing some kind of admin stuff for them. Something with computers, I think. I didn’t ask too many questions—I’m just glad he’s found a spot.”

“Oh, that’s great. I bet they’re glad to have him. He’s such a nice guy.”

“Yeah, I’m not sure how that happened. I guess I didn’t torment him quite enough when we were kids.”

Gayle laughed, relieved to get on a safer subject. “Or maybe you tormented him too much and knocked all the spine out of him. Now he just goes along with what other people say.”

“Nah, if that was the way then he’d have started doing derby stuff long before now.”

“So will I see him at practices and stuff?”

“I’m not sure. At the tournament itself, maybe. When do you guys have your first practice?”

Gayle scrolled further down in the email to find out. “Monday, of course. Looks like we’ll be practicing six days a week.”

“No time for Monstrous Regiment, then.”

“Well, we probably can’t afford to take any time for our regular teams. We have to learn to skate together before the tournament.”

“Yeah, I know.” Shelly sighed. “I’m just teasing.”

Gayle didn’t think she sounded like she was just teasing—but she didn’t want to push that thought too far, either. “You guys will be fine without us. Maybe even better. If anyone’s been shy about showing off their skills in front of me, Leya, and Megan, now will be their time to shine.”

“Yeah, I think it’ll be fine. I’m planning to have Mindy and Helen run a few drills for us. Since they didn’t make it onto the All-Stars, I want to give them a chance to do something good for the team, without actually being soft on them. I don’t want them thinking it’s pity, you know?”

“Yeah. That’s a really good idea.” That was another thing about Shelly: she was always thinking about other people, putting herself in their shoes, figuring out how she would want to be treated and then doing it. No one Gayle had ever met practiced the golden rule to the extent Shelly did.

“I hope so. I don’t want them to be down on themselves for not making it into the all-star team.”

“You could tell them we actually suck, and they just picked the people they felt sorry for.” Gayle laughed.

“Uh, no.” Shelly laughed, too. “That would be an obvious lie, and also stupid. You guys are going to be amazing. We’ll all come out to watch you in the tournament.”

“I think it’s going to be up in New York.”

“That’s not too long of a drive. Even if nobody else ends up being able to come, I’ll be there, all right?”

“I would honestly be shocked if you didn’t come. Thanks, Shelly.”

“Of course. Now rest up and eat healthy so you can kick butt at Monday’s practice.”

Gayle promised she would, then sighed as she put her phone down. Kirk looked up at her from his spot on the floor, just lifting his eyes at first, then getting up to sit next to her. She stroked his head as her thoughts wandered.

Roller derby without Shelly. Would it be the same? Would she just transfer her affections to her new coach or team captain? Or would it be the clean break she needed?


Chapter 7




The first all-star team practice was weird. It was great to meet the other girls, the coaches and the members of teams she hadn’t been familiar with, but while Monstrous Regiment had changed a few times since Gayle had joined the team two years ago, she’d never had a team that was so different from any group she’d practiced with before.

And Shelly wasn’t there.

She didn’t have any time to brood, though; the coaches got them working right away, and working hard, with no time for missing people who weren’t there or overreacting to the touch of a stranger. By the end of the first evening, Gayle had almost forgotten that she’d barely met most of the team before. She might not know Dr. Holtzwomann’s signals as well as she knew Margaret Splatwood’s, but she knew they would get there. She might not understand Faith and Kendall’s instructions as easily as she understood Shelly’s… but they would get there.

The practices continued every night with the same intensity, and it provided the perfect distraction for Gayle. She hardly had time for Kirk anymore, between her real job, her side job, and roller derby, but Madison had been nice about picking up the slack. Gayle fell into bed every night without time to imagine Shelly’s scent on her sheets. She was so exhausted that she hardly ever even dreamed.

She thought maybe she was actually getting past it until the week before the tournament, when her phone rang and she answered before realizing it was Shelly.

“How are the all-star practices going?” Shelly asked.

Gayle swallowed. Her heart had sped up to twice its usual rate. “Fantastic. It’s kind of weird to be working with some rivals, but we’re ending up a really tight team, I think. Especially Megan and Gianna.”

“Are they actually dating?”

Gayle turned and walked over to her dresser, then turned again so she wouldn’t have to see her own face in the mirror. “I thought they were—I mean, they definitely dated, but they’re not acting like it now.”

“As long as it doesn’t mess up the team dynamics, I guess.”

“No, not at all. We’re not having any problems like that.”

“Glad to hear it. But anyway, that’s not really what I called about.”

Gayle bit her lip. “No?” Shelly wasn’t about to propose another one-night stand, was she?

No, that was Gayle’s own wishful thinking. Shelly couldn’t possibly be talking about sex. Even if she was interested, why suggest it over the phone?

Gayle didn’t really want that anyway. She wanted more with Shelly. It was just certain parts of her, which were getting warm just hearing Shelly’s voice after so long, that thought sleeping with Shelly again with zero commitment would be a great idea.

“I definitely want to come up for the tournament,” Shelly was saying, “and I figured you guys don’t want to worry about driving when you have derby to play. Or do you have it all worked out already? Are you guys renting a bus or something?”

She had to hold the phone away from her face for a moment while her breath came out sharply. Of course it was something stupid and practical. “That sounds great,” she said, bringing the phone back to her mouth. “I think we’re going to split up into a few people’s cars, but I’m definitely not volunteering to be one of the drivers.”

“Awesome, then I’ll give you a ride.” Shelly’s voice bounced cheerily, grating on Gayle’s ears. She should have thought a little more before agreeing. She couldn’t ride with Shelly. Too close, too quiet—it would just be torture when she couldn’t confess her feelings.

Shelly had said ‘you guys,’ hadn’t she? It would be fine. There would be other people in the car. Gayle could sit in the back and not even look at her… which might be worse.

“Are you sure about that?” she asked, scrambling for an excuse. “We have to be there Friday night, so we can rest before the games. We have our hotel rooms booked and everything. I don’t want to drag you out of work early or anything.”

“No, that’s what I want,” Shelly said. “I have a hotel room, too. And I went ahead and booked a room for the next weekend as well, because you guys are definitely going to the final round, right?”

Gayle couldn’t breathe. She felt as though she’d been hit in the stomach. How was she going to deal with this? If she had to face Shelly alone, she didn’t think she’d be able to hold back her feelings.

And then she was going to be humiliated.

“Right,” she said. “That sounds great.”

“Besides, David has to be up there for both tournament weekends no matter what,” Shelly said. “I tried to get him to split the room costs with me, but he’s sharing with one of the other organizers. He said that’s just how they do it, but I think he just doesn’t want to risk sharing a hotel room with me after the bathing suit incident when he was thirteen.”

Gayle breathed. She sat down so hard on her bed that the mattress made her bounce a little. “You’re giving David a ride, too?”

“Yeah, of course. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Of course not. I—it’s great that he’s been involved. Is he enjoying it?”

“He must be if he hasn’t quit yet. Unless he just… well, I think he’s enjoying it. Maybe you can ask him on Friday. I’ll pick you up around six, is that okay?”

“Perfect.”

Gayle threw herself backward onto her bed as soon as she’d hung up with Shelly. Maybe if she’d had a few more weeks without talking to Shelly, seeing her, thinking about her…

But weeks without thinking about her were never going to pass, and now she feared that she had no chance of getting over this crush. How had she gotten over crushes in the past? Rejection had never done the trick, but crushes had ended.

A few times, her crush had done or said something  that immediately turned her off—but that was usually in the early stages. Other times, she’d stopped seeing the crush and it had faded after a few weeks. But even in those cases, the crush had been immediately replaced by a new one.

Of course, she’d never slept with any of those people. She should have refused; she should have told Shelly she couldn’t handle it.

But she couldn’t say no to Shelly.

The only thing to do, she realized, was find another crush. Transfer her affections to someone else. It might not help all that much, but at least she could find someone she wouldn’t see every day.

And she’d have to do it some other way than an online booty call, since that had backfired on her. Maybe she should actually go out and meet people. An unpleasant task, but she could handle it if it worked.

She took a deep breath and sat up. After the tournament. She would have time to fix her heart after the tournament.

In the meantime, she would just suffer in silence.




Gayle thought she was ready—as ready as she would ever get for several hours trapped in a car with Shelly. She knew it would hurt, but she had a book to read, and she was determined to let the other people in the car carry the conversation. If Shelly had offered Leya a ride, conversation would be minimal—though she had gotten more outspoken with the all-star team—but Megan could fill the car with snarky chatter.

When Shelly texted that she was there to pick her up, Gayle gave Kirk a last pat on the head (Madison would be taking care of him over the weekend) and hurried out with her bags. Shelly was outside, waiting by the car trunk; Gayle heaved her bags into it and Shelly slammed it shut. But when Gayle went for the back door, Shelly motioned to the front.

“You’re stuck up front with me,” she said. “David has commandeered the back seat.”

Gayle opened the front door but didn’t get in yet, looking into the back. “Hi, David.”

He lifted his hand lazily and waved at her. He actually had a pillow back there, and was lying across the back seat, his knees tucked up. “Hi, Gayle. Don’t mind me.”

“Uh, are you going to take a nap in the back seat?”

“It’s what Gaudins do on long car rides,” Shelly said, closing the driver’s door with a sigh. “Gayle, it’s going to be your job to talk to me and keep me awake, especially since it’s going to be dark the whole drive up.”

Gayle swallowed and climbed reluctantly into the passenger seat. “I’ll try, but I’m not really much of a conversationalist on long car rides.”

“That’s okay,” Shelly said. “As long as you make me respond every fifteen minutes or so, I should stay alert.” She started the car and pulled off carefully into the street.

“Aren’t we going to pick up anyone else?” Gayle asked. Her stomach was churning. How much could she possibly talk to Shelly without confessing her feelings? Embarrassment she could handle, but wouldn’t Shelly feel uncomfortable having her on the team after that? She couldn’t lose roller derby.

“And make me give up my napping spot?” David said.

“Three people in the car is plenty,” Shelly said. “If I really think I’m getting sleepy, I’ll wake David up and make him take a turn.”

“I can help drive,” Gayle said. She wasn’t a big fan of driving, but it would be better than trying to make safe conversation with Shelly.

“It should be fine.” Shelly sped up as she merged onto the highway. “It’s only a few hours. Anyway, if people keep driving like that, I should be fine.” Gayle snorted. A car had just cut across two lanes to pull ahead of them.

“Oh, I promised Faith I would text her when we’re on the road.” She looked down at her phone and quickly sent the text. A few seconds later, she got a text back: Great, we’re a bit behind you. Text again when you get there.

“The others are on their way,” she shared. “It sounds like we might get there first.”

“Not necessarily,” Shelly said. “I don’t drive too fast. I’m a very cautious driver.”

“That sounds good to me,” Gayle assured her. She looked over, then wished she hadn’t. Shelly’s profile, lit only by the streetlights and the cars around them, was sharp and beautiful. Sitting in the passenger seat gave Gayle a perfect excuse to gaze forward into traffic; she didn’t have to look at the face that made her so happy and so sad at the same time, but now she couldn’t look away.

Shelly merged into the center lane, then glanced over at Gayle and gave her a brief smile. Gayle felt warmed by it.

They were quiet for some time, while Gayle tried and failed to come up with a topic to discuss. Finally, she sighed. “I told you I’m not much of a conversationalist. Sorry if I’m not keeping you awake well enough.”

“Oh, it’s okay, I feel fine for now.” Shelly glanced into the back. “But see if David is still awake. Maybe he can come up with something to talk about.”

Gayle turned halfway around, bracing herself on the dashboard. “David?” He was curled on his side, one hand tucked under his pillow, eyes closed. She shook her head and returned to facing forward. “Looks like he’s asleep.”

“Lucky. I do miss the days of road trips when we were kids. One of our parents would drive and the rest of us would nap, then our parents would switch off. Did you ever go on road trips?”

“A few times,” Gayle said. “But I never slept. I always had a book to read or a coloring book and crayons. My dad was usually driving, and he would point out landmarks to me as we went past. I don’t remember ever being much interested in the landmarks, though.”

“Are you an only child?”

“Yeah, it’s just me. I usually went to camp in the summers instead of family vacations because my parents thought I wouldn’t get enough social interaction if I was staying home most of the summer.”

“Did it work?”

Gayle felt herself blush and was glad of the darkness, though Shelly wouldn’t have any reason to connect the blush to herself. “I guess so. Summer camp is where I figured out I liked girls.”

Shelly guffawed. “It would be. What was her name?”

Gayle glanced in the back to make sure the laughter hadn’t woken David up before continuing. “Mandy Thomas.” She’d been a tough, athletic girl, the best on the camp’s baseball teams—much like Shelly, in fact. And she’d kissed Gayle on the pier, after they’d wandered away from a campfire in boredom.

That had been the day before the end of camp, and though Mandy and Gayle had promised to write to each other, Gayle had only written two letters to Mandy and had never gotten any back. The next year at camp, Mandy hadn’t been there, but Gayle had moved on to new crushes anyway.

“First kiss? Or was there more?”

“We were thirteen! We just kissed. What about you?” Gayle asked the question even knowing the answer was going to have to hurt her, turning the conversation around before Shelly could ask about her sex life.

“Oh, I don’t have much of a story. I guess I always knew I was gay. I never had crushes on male celebrities growing up, though it wasn’t until I was a teenager that I realized the source of my fascination for Counselor Troi.”

Gayle laughed. “She wore a lot of revealing dresses, didn’t she?”

“She was also very kind and empathetic.” There was a smile in Shelly’s voice.

“What about your first kiss?”

“Oh, that would have been my first girlfriend, in high school. Her name was Jen. We sort of dated for a long time before doing anything, and shortly afterward we broke up for really stupid reasons.” Shelly glanced in the back again.

“I get that,” Gayle said, though she didn’t, not really. Despite all the girls she had liked, even loved, over the years, she’d never gotten past a first date with anybody. She’d never had a real relationship, let alone a breakup.

That was another reason she couldn’t confess her feelings to Shelly. She had no experience. Not like Shelly did.

“I guess David must really be asleep,” Shelly said. “He didn’t wake up to make fun of me about Jenny. And he’s not getting up to stop me from telling you all about his hopeless crush on Alyson Eliot.” She looked in the back again.

Gayle turned, too. She could barely see David, but when a car passed them in the left lane and the headlights flashed over his face, he still looked peaceful. “Did you think he would just fake sleep?”

Shelly sighed. “No. And don’t tell him I said anything about Alyson Eliot, he’ll be mad. I was just testing to… I just wanted to be absolutely sure.”

Gayle turned to her in surprise. Shelly’s voice had gone really low at the end. She sounded sad, but what did she possibly have to be sad about? “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I, um.” Shelly blew out a breath. “I just have something to say, and I’ve been putting off saying it, so I was using David as an excuse. I genuinely don’t want him overhearing. But I guess I don’t have any excuses left, especially now that you know I want to say something.”

Gayle bit her lip and sat straight in the seat, looking out at the lights of the cars ahead of them so that she didn’t have to look at Shelly. She clasped her hands together. Shelly knew about her crush, didn’t she? She willed herself not to cry. At least not before she heard what Shelly had to say.

But if she could put it off any more, she would. “If you’re not comfortable, you don’t have to say whatever it is. I’m not going to push you.”

“No. No, now I have to.”

Gayle didn’t say anything. She couldn’t argue with Shelly, even if she wanted to keep her from saying it—if she did, Shelly would know that Gayle knew what she wanted to say.

Anyway, if Shelly felt like she had to say it, Gayle shouldn’t stop her. Shelly always did what she thought was right.

Add that to the long list of things Gayle loved about her.

“Gayle—oh, this is going to sound ridiculous. Don’t laugh at me, please?”

“I promise I won’t laugh.” Gayle didn’t turn to look at Shelly, because she was nervous about what expression might be on her face, but now she was confused. Had Shelly heard a rumor that Gayle liked her, but thought it was just a joke?

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, Gayle. Even since we haven’t been able to see each other because of the all-star team. I really, really like you.”

Gayle caught her breath, and this time she did turn to look at Shelly—but slowly, because she was still afraid of her expression.

Lights flashed quickly across Shelly’s face as a line of cars passed going south on the highway. Her expression was hard to read. She was staring straight ahead, obviously focused on the traffic, and Gayle couldn’t see the shape of her mouth.

Gayle swallowed, still looking at Shelly. She didn’t know what to say. Should she believe it? She didn’t think Shelly would lie to her… no, she knew Shelly wouldn’t lie to her.

But why now?

She stared silently long enough that Shelly gave her a quick look before turning her attention back to the road. Now the side of her mouth turned up a little bit. “Well, at least you’re keeping your promise not to laugh at me. I swear, I’m not a crazy person.”

“I don’t think you’re crazy.” Gayle coughed. There was a lump in her throat. “Maybe a little. If you really like me.”

“Hey.” Shelly reached out with her right hand and patted Gayle clumsily on the knee. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re pretty great.”

“Well, if you’re the only person in the entire world who thinks the way you do, that makes you crazy, right?”

Shelly laughed, then gave Gayle another sharp glance. “You don’t really think no one likes you. Do you?”

Gayle sighed. “Maybe that’s not the case. But no one I’ve really liked has ever liked me back.”

Shelly made an odd noise, halfway between a hiccup and a laugh. The car sped up a little, catching up to the pack of cars ahead of them. “What about Mandy Thomas?”

“That was just one night. I never saw or heard from her again after camp was over.”

“You must have had a few girlfriends.”

“Never. I’ve had dates and one-night stands, but mostly, I’ve had a lot of rejection. I got used to it.”

“So… shit.” Shelly got into the left lane to pass a few cars, then returned to the center lane. “Um, you said you liked me. Did you really mean it?”

Gayle still felt a little bit like crying, but her heart was beating a mile a minute and she thought this might actually be happening. She had to make sure Shelly knew the truth—all of it. As much as Gayle could bring herself to say.

“Shelly, ever since… Do you remember when we first met?” Gayle sat back in her seat and closed her eyes, remembering it. She’d been trying out for Monstrous Regiment, and she’d known her way around a pair of skates, but not at all around a derby track.

“Of course. You were obviously brand-new to derby, but you already had the muscle and the determination. I knew you were going to be an amazing blocker.”

“You told me that nothing could knock me down if I didn’t want it to, and that was why you wanted me on the team.”

“That’s right! And I was right, wasn’t I?”

Gayle nodded. “I’ve been in love with you ever since.”

It should have felt hard to say, towering and intimidating, but it just came out. She felt better having said it. Scared, but content.

Shelly was silent. Gayle opened her eyes and looked at her. She was back to concentrating on the traffic, the car’s speed relatively low again. When she spoke, her voice was quieter. “I first realized I was in love with you when we won that first match with you on the team and you hugged me. I was afraid to hug you back. I didn’t think I’d be able to stop touching you if I started.”

“That’s what you said when…”

“Right.” Shelly raised her voice to almost a shout. “David, if you’re just pretending to be asleep back there, I fucking swear to God!”

David made a muttering, grumbling sound, then a snore. Gayle giggled. “I think he’s asleep.”

Shelly laughed, too. “Sorry about that. But he’s my little brother. I don’t want him hearing about who I have sex with.”

Gayle felt her cheeks warming again. “Right. That. It didn’t work?”

“I was going to apologize for that. If I’d known you liked me back… I would have done something different. Not that.”

“You don’t have to apologize. It was amazing.”

“Oh, I know it was,” Shelly said. She turned toward Gayle for a moment, and Gayle saw a flash of white as Shelly smiled. “That’s not what I’m apologizing for. I just sort of took over. I really did think that sleeping with you would help me get over it, but like you said, it didn’t work. I wasn’t even sure if you would be up for it, because I didn’t think you were into me.”

Gayle swallowed. “I guess I hid it better than I thought. I always figured you, or someone else, would have noticed, but were too nice to tell me.”

“Do you really think I’m too nice to tell you something like that?”

“If you thought keeping quiet was better for my mental health, or my derby performance, than telling me? Absolutely. And you might have been right.”

“Okay,” Shelly said after a pause, “that’s fair. More than fair. I guess one of the reasons I didn’t tell you how I felt is that I worried about the team having problems if things were awkward between us.”

“But now that I’m on a different team, it’s safer?”

“Yeah, that and…” Shelly lifted her right hand from the steering wheel again, opened it, and then closed it into a fist before returning it to the wheel. “Sleeping with you just made it worse. Or better, I guess. Because now I can’t think about anything else. I tried really hard to treat you just like everyone else, but you didn’t feel like everyone else.”

“I thought you did,” Gayle said. “You started touching me again.”

Shelly nodded. “I knew that was one thing I would have to do to bring it back to normal. But every time I did, I just wanted to touch you more.”

“That’s what I wanted, too,” Gayle admitted.

Shelly took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So that’s all out in the open now.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Gayle said.

“We should definitely talk more,” Shelly said. “Keep talking. Not stop talking.”

“Yes. That sounds good.” Gayle was not being very eloquent. She didn’t know what to say or what to think. She just knew that her future stretched out in front of her now, very different than what she’d thought it would be.

Shelly liked her. She loved her. This was…

She didn’t know how to handle it.

“Oh, our exit is coming up,” Shelly said. “And I’m not sleepy at all. Thanks, Gayle.”

“I don’t think I really did anything,” Gayle said, smiling as Shelly changed lanes. “But you’re welcome.”

In the back seat, David sat up, yawning, just as Shelly was turning off at the exit. “Are we there yet? Shelly, you’re not going to make me drive, are you?”

Shelly snorted. “As long as you talk enough to keep me awake, no. Do you have to check in with the other organizers or anything before you get there?”

“Oh… yeah, I better do that. See if anyone else is there. What about your team, Gayle?”

Gayle looked down at her phone. No one had texted or called her. “They’re not there yet. I think I’ll let them know when I’m checked in.”

She didn’t need to talk to anyone else on the derby team. Not yet.


Chapter 8




They all got themselves checked in at the hotel. David was in a different section than Shelly and Gayle, so he left, and Shelly helped Gayle dump her bag in the room she was assigned to. They’d only gotten three hotel rooms for sixteen people, so they would all be pretty squeezed in there. Not that she minded—she’d gotten so close to the rest of the team that they all felt like sisters.

But then she and Shelly went back to the car to get Shelly’s stuff, and everything was different.

They were both silent, but the air between them felt charged. This was just what Gayle had been afraid of—the two of them alone together—and yet it was totally unlike the scenario she’d been dreading. She didn’t have to hide anything now. It had all come out.

And Shelly hadn’t turned away from her.

Back at the car, Shelly handed Gayle her backpack and hefted out a small suitcase. Gayle slung the backpack over one shoulder and looked back and forth between the two bags as they headed to Shelly’s room. “You don’t need all this stuff for two days,” she said.

“I brought some snacks and stuff,” Shelly said. “In case you guys need it.”

“I don’t know if you’re supposed to bring stuff for us,” Gayle said. “You’re not our team captain, and we have our own coaches. You shouldn’t take sides.” She wasn’t even sure if what she was saying was right, but now that she’d started talking, she was afraid to stop. Here was Shelly, and the hotel was quiet, and they were going to her room together…

Shelly unlocked her hotel room door and pushed it open, gesturing Gayle in ahead of her. “Even if no one from my team was on the Sisterly Love All-Stars, I would want to support it anyway. It’s my city’s team, right? I’m not going to just feed you, Megan, and Leya. I brought enough for everybody.”

“I guess so,” Gayle said, glancing around the room and carefully putting the backpack on the dresser, next to the TV. “Maybe I’ll ask Faith and Kendall if there are any rules about it.”

“Even if I can’t give you snacks while you’re skating, you guys aren’t going to be in every match this weekend,” Shelly said. “I can feed you while you’re not skating. I just like to take care of my people.” She turned toward Gayle, leaning on the wall.

Gayle swallowed. Shelly was between her and the door. “Yeah, I’ve noticed that.”

Shelly smiled. “I know, it’s a weakness.”

Gayle shook her head. “I like it. It’s one of the things that makes you a good team captain, and… well, I like it.” The words were inadequate to explain what she meant, but she hoped Shelly understood anyway.

From the way Shelly stepped forward and kissed her, she seemed to.

Gayle’s arms went around Shelly, and she held her close, kissing her again and again. The softness and warmth of Shelly’s lips overwhelmed her; she couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything else. After the conversation in the car, she’d known this might happen, but she hadn’t actually been able to bring herself to believe it.

Shelly put her arms around Gayle, hands flat against her back, and Gayle tightened her arms, wrapped around Shelly’s waist. Shelly was so solid, all muscle, all strength.

After a few more moments, Shelly released her lips and took a deep breath. “Damn, Gayle.”

“What? Am I holding you too tight?” Gayle loosened her arms, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go entirely.

Shelly shook her head and pressed herself closer to Gayle, resting her head on her shoulder. Gayle could feel the firm swell of Shelly’s breasts against her own chest, the rock-hard shape of her quads against her legs. “No, never too tight.”

Gayle cautiously tightened her arms around Shelly and closed her eyes. She wondered if Shelly could feel her heart beating. “Then what?”

“You’re so… so wonderful.” Shelly lifted her head and kissed her again. Gayle almost couldn’t breathe from the intensity. She felt warm all over.

At last, though, Shelly stepped back and Gayle released her. Shelly was shaking her head. “I could do this forever, but I should let you get back to the team. You need your rest if you’re going to skate your best tomorrow.”

“Our first-round match isn’t until the afternoon—we’re in the third match.” Gayle’s heart was pounding as she took her phone out of her pocket and checked for notifications, then deliberately silenced it and put it aside on the dresser. “Besides, no one else is here yet. I don’t think you drove slowly at all.” She turned back to Shelly with her best attempt at a smile. “And you brought me alone to your hotel room for a reason, right?”

Shelly bit her lip, smiling, and shook her head. “I wasn’t actually thinking… I mean, I didn’t do it on purpose.”

Gayle gestured to the backpack and the suitcase they’d brought in. “You didn’t actually need help with your bags. You don’t mean to tell me you weren’t thinking about what might happen when we got here?”

“Oh, dammit, Gayle.” Shelly grabbed Gayle’s head, kissed her fiercely, and then shoved her bodily onto the bed. Before Gayle could catch her breath, Shelly was climbing on top of her, pushing her hands roughly under Gayle’s jacket and kissing her again and again.

Gayle’s nerves were on alert immediately, her panties soaked. She could hardly catch her breath.

“I’ve been thinking about almost nothing else since the car,” Shelly whispered between kisses. “But I couldn’t persuade myself to believe it.”

“Shelly.” Gayle couldn’t do anything but whisper her name and touch her over and over again, grabbing at her, not wanting to let go.

She didn’t want to stop touching her again.

Shelly got Gayle out of her jacket, and then Gayle pulled Shelly’s off of her, and somehow her shirt came with it. They were wrestling on the bed, limbs tangling together, each fighting to be the first to get the other’s clothes off.

This was so different than the first time, the last time they’d been together—but Gayle thought that was a good thing. They weren’t shy in front of each other’s bodies; they’d seen them before. And Gayle wasn’t trying to make this last, make it perfect, because this time she hadn’t been told that it was going to be the one and only time.

Of course, she was still memorizing every moment. Just in case.

Gayle had almost won the struggle—Shelly was naked except for her underwear, and Gayle was topless, but still in pants—when Shelly climbed on top of her again and plunged her hand down the front of Gayle’s pants, fingers wriggling in between her folds. Gayle cried out, but was immediately silenced by Shelly’s lips on hers.

“Shh,” Shelly said, giggling. “The people in the room next door will hear us.”

“I don’t care,” Gayle groaned, but she did actually care, so she said it quietly, gasping as Shelly’s fingers found sensitive spots.

Shelly kissed her neck, her mouth open and wet, sending thrills of pleasure down Gayle’s body as her fingers sent stronger jolts of pleasure up and all through her. “Mmm, your neck is so nice,” Shelly said, nuzzling the skin. “Shall I give you a nice red hickey here?”

Gayle gasped as Shelly licked her skin. “No, I—”

She paused in shock. Shelly’s head popped up and she stared at Gayle, her eyes wide and her mouth slightly open as they both, obviously, pondered the same thing.

What the hell were they going to say to the team?

Gayle’s mouth was dry. Shelly’s hand had paused in its movements. Neither of them knew what to say.

Shelly recovered first with a deep breath and a kiss on Gayle’s mouth. “Okay, that’s a thing we’re going to have to talk about. But let’s talk about it later, okay? Right now, we have other things to focus on.” She pressed down with the heel of her hand, grinding it against Gayle’s most sensitive spot.

Gayle cried out and wrapped her arm around Shelly’s waist, pulling her close. “No hickeys, though,” she whispered.

“Right, no hickeys,” Shelly said. She kissed her again. “At least not right now.”

She lay herself down on the bed, her body pressed against Gayle’s, her hand still working away. With Gayle’s pants still on, Shelly didn’t have much room to maneuver, but Gayle certainly couldn’t bring herself to complain. Her hand was still doing amazing things.

Shifting herself to spread her legs a little and give Shelly better access, she took the opportunity to slide her hand down Shelly’s back and squeeze her ass. “You’re amazing,” she muttered.

Shelly laughed breathlessly, pressing back against Gayle’s touch. “Speak for yourself.”

Gayle shook her head. “No, can’t do it. You’re the only amazing one here.”

Shelly kissed her. “Gayle, you’re… I don’t even know how to say it. You have the patience of a saint. I don’t know how you managed to keep your feelings a secret for so long.”

“You did the same thing,” Gayle pointed out, but her ability to think was fading. She pulled Shelly’s head down, kissed her, and discovered that her ponytail was still in. She pulled it out. Shelly didn’t need her hair to be tied back now.

Shelly slipped her tongue into Gayle’s mouth, her fingers still working on Gayle’s sex, and that pushed her over the edge. She clung hard to Shelly as her orgasm shook her whole body, wanting to feel Shelly’s skin, to touch her everywhere.

When it was over, she lay there for a bit, just breathing, but then she rolled over, pushing Shelly onto her back. “Your turn,” she growled.

Shelly bit her lip. Her cheeks were bright pink with excitement, and a strand of hair was in her face. Gayle lifted her hand and pushed back the hair. “I see why you always have the ponytail.”

Shelly’s eyes lit up. “That’s right. You stole my hair tie, didn’t you?”

“I…” Gayle couldn’t help grinning as she remembered the hair tie Shelly had left in her bedroom the last time. “Well, I didn’t mean to steal it, but it was a little too awkward to give it back.”

“What did you do with it?”

“I wore it on my wrist for a while.” Gayle pulled off Shelly’s panties and slipped two fingers inside her. “Usually while doing this.”

“Oh!” Shelly’s back arched, and she threw her hands up to cling to Gayle’s shoulders. “Really?”

“I told you, I couldn’t stop thinking about you.” She thrust her fingers slowly in and out of Shelly’s sex, enjoying the way Shelly was starting to pant, her breasts bouncing with each movement.

“You couldn’t stop thinking about me even in a sexy way?”

“No, not at all. I even tried to sleep with another girl and couldn’t go through with it. She wasn’t you.”

Shelly bit her lip again. Her eyes were closed, and she looked in ecstasy. “I think that’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. I, uh…”

Gayle wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear what Shelly was going to say next, so she lowered her head and kissed first Shelly’s lips, then her breasts, circling around each nipple and then taking them in her teeth.

“Oh, god!” Shelly’s hips bucked as she screamed, and Gayle increased her speed, pushing her fingers into Shelly harder and faster. They were getting soaked in her juices. Gayle longed to taste them, but with Shelly’s arms around her, she didn’t want to move—and Shelly was holding her even tighter.

“I didn’t even try,” Shelly whispered. “I wonder if it would have helped, if I’d thought of it.”

“Are you sorry you didn’t?” Gayle said, a wave of relief going through her. She didn’t know what she would have done if Shelly had slept with anyone else these last few months. She would be incredibly jealous without any reason to be. Maybe it would have helped her roller-derby performance.

“God, no. I’m not sorry at all. Oh, Gayle, oh please…” She had lifted her legs and braced her feet on the mattress, lifting her hips to meet Gayle’s finger thrusts.

Gayle took pity on her and moved her fingers to her true center, at the same time sucking hard on her other nipple. Shelly was making the sexiest high-pitched noises; they sounded as though they were coming through her teeth.

“Come on, baby,” Gayle whispered, laying kisses on Shelly’s gorgeous breasts in between her words. “Maybe next time we can do it at your house and scream all we want.”

“That’s—oh, fuck.” Shelly’s voice dropped off breathlessly as she clung even harder to Gayle. Her arms were shaking.

Gayle increased her speed, rubbing fast but not hard, until Shelly’s entire body jerked and she froze in an arched position for a moment, the most delicious moans coming from behind her clenched teeth. Then she collapsed, and Gayle curled around her on the mattress, eyes closed to focus entirely on the feeling of Shelly’s skin against hers.




“Where have you been?” Faith asked Gayle when she walked back into the room, raising her eyebrows as she pulled bobby pins out of her hair.

“Sorry, I was hanging out with Shelly and lost track of time,” she said, pulling her phone out of her pocket to check it. Sure enough, she had two missed texts—one from Faith, one from Megan. “I guess the sound on my phone got turned off. I didn’t miss anything, did I?”

“No, you’re fine,” Faith said. “We were just confused because your bags were here, but you weren’t.”

Gayle waited for another moment, but neither Faith nor any of the other three girls in the room, who appeared to be playing poker on the beds, said anything, and she had to conclude that they did not detect any sign of sex on her. She’d washed her hands and face and gotten dressed, of course, and she never did anything with her hair so it didn’t look unusual, but she still thought she must be glowing with the obviousness of having slept with Shelly.

“Oh, you did lose out,” Megan said, looking up from her hand of cards as Gayle moved further into the room. “We gave you and Chelsea the floor spots. You weren’t here and Chelsea said she prefers it.” Megan pointed to the floor between the beds, where two cot mattresses were laid out. Gayle could see the other cot mattress between the second bed and the wall. When she took a few more steps, she saw that her bags were on it.

“That’s fine with me,” she said. Actually, she was relieved. It was easier not to have to be involved in the conversation about who would take which spot in the bed—and this way she didn’t have to worry about convincing her subconscious that a girl sharing the bed with her was not Shelly and shouldn’t be cuddled.

She could hardly wait to have a proper cuddle session with Shelly.

“Where is Chelsea, though?” she added, looking around. If six of them were in this room, then they’d ended up with the fullest room, but she only saw five, including herself.

And not including Gianna, which was interesting. Maybe she and Megan really weren’t dating, or had broken up because of the team. That didn’t bode well for her and Shelly.

She couldn’t think about this now. She had derby to play.

“Shower,” Leya told her, not lifting her eyes from her cards. “I was next, but you can have it. I’m kicking Megan’s butt here.”

Everyone laughed. “Not so fast,” Megan said, lifting her cards to her face and grinning.

“Thanks, Leya,” Gayle said. “I will take that.”

“And we should all go to bed soon,” Faith said, turning around in her chair. “We all need to be well-rested for the game tomorrow.”

They cheered. Gayle felt excitement bubbling up in her chest. They were going to be in the tournament tomorrow. They were going to be awesome.

She would make Shelly proud.


Chapter 9




A week later, riding high on elation born of amazing roller derby and the even more amazing knowledge that her feelings were reciprocated, Gayle—accompanied by the rest of the Sisterly Love All-Stars—played the final game of the tournament.

They’d blasted through the first. They’d killed it on the second. And now, this final bout, was for everything.

Gayle knew she was at the top of her game, and she could tell her teammates were, too. The only concern was whether they would push themselves so hard that they overworked themselves. Gayle kept an eye on Megan and her shoulder, but she seemed to be fine, and in fact, she replaced Janine in the explosive final jam.

Gayle couldn’t pay much attention to how Megan was doing as jammer; she was on the track, busy keeping the Big Apple Roller Babes’ jammer from getting through. The opposing blockers were huge, and Gayle had a blast fighting them, but her heart was in her throat the whole time.

And then they lost. Second place in the entire tournament… but only by a single point.

Shelly and Gayle couldn’t talk much on the drive back, because this time it was day and David was awake and insisting on taking a turn driving.

But it was okay. They didn’t need privacy to talk about their relationship, because they were too busy talking about that incredible final game.

Gayle hadn’t worried too much about being unable to get into deep talks about their relationship, because she and Shelly had spent all their time together talking about the tournament. David had joined in enthusiastically (when he wasn’t sleeping), which Gayle was happy to hear—if only because it obviously made Shelly happy that he was getting into it.

But now she was starting to long for privacy. The tournament was over, and it would be time to get back to normal life on Tuesday, when Monstrous Regiment would be practicing as a full team again.

She and Shelly really had to figure out what they were doing with their relationship.

Luckily, Shelly had already arranged to drop David off first. They were quiet as they drove back, but, just as Gayle had hoped, Shelly parked near her own house instead of taking Gayle home. “I assume someone’s taking care of Kirk,” she said as they both got out of the car.

Gayle nodded. “My roommate Madison has been walking him and making sure he has food. I told her I wasn’t sure what time I’d be home tonight, so until I text her, I think she’ll be around to take care of him.”

“Tonight.” Shelly opened the trunk and looked down into it. “So… no spending the night?”

Gayle’s heart rate sped up. “Uh, no, I can’t. I have work in the morning, and I don’t have a good change of clothes in my bag.” She cursed herself silently. She should have thought ahead to the possibility of spending the night with Shelly. Why hadn’t it occurred to her? Preparing for an extra night away from home wouldn’t have taken much more effort.

Actually, maybe she had thought about it. She did remember pulling one of her nice wool dresses out of her closet, thinking that it wouldn’t wrinkle and would be fine on Monday, then putting it back. She probably hadn’t thought that a night with Shelly was a real possibility. She should have planned for all possibilities.

“Okay. I’ll drive you home later.” Shelly pulled her own bag out of the trunk and slammed it closed, then looked up and grinned at Gayle. “But you’ll come in now, right?”

“Of course,” Gayle said, her mouth dry.

She let Shelly lead the way in—after all, she was the one with the key—but when the door was open, Shelly grabbed Gayle by the wrist and slung her inside. She shut the door, dropped her bag, and pressed Gayle against the wall to kiss her.

Gayle wrapped her arms around Shelly and kissed her enthusiastically back. She was not going to be one to throw away this opportunity.

“So,” Shelly said at last, her grin lopsided. “I think you said something about screaming as loud as we want?”

Gayle swallowed. “I’d love to,” she said with strength and honesty, “but I think we actually need to talk.”

Shelly let out a long sigh and dropped her head, nuzzling Gayle’s neck. “You’re right.”

Gayle attempted to control her breathing as Shelly’s movements sent frissons throughout her body. “You’re not acting like you agree.” She rubbed Shelly’s back, her hand moving in little circles over her faux leather jacket.

“Mmm.” Shelly nipped at the skin of Gayle’s neck, inching closer so their breasts were pressed together. “Neither are you.”

“Um, how about I make us drinks and we sit with them and talk?” Gayle lowered her hands, making a valiant effort to talk rather than make out. It was incredibly hard to stop touching Shelly.

“Oh, because putting alcohol into my system is going to make it so easy to keep my hands off you?” Shelly licked the skin at the base of Gayle’s throat.

Gayle caught Shelly’s chin, lifted it, and kissed her. She’d meant it to just be a quick kiss, a way to interrupt Shelly so she could talk, but as the kiss deepened she found herself twining her hand through Shelly’s hair and slipping in some tongue.

Her foot shifted and she lost her balance, and managed to extricate herself from Shelly with a gasp. “I was going to say,” she said, a little breathlessly, “that drinks will give us something to do with our hands while we talk. And then maybe when we finish our conversation, we’ll be a little loosened up.”

Shelly sighed and pulled away slowly. “I know you’re right. In fact, I’d feel guilty if I did just drag you off to bed right now. But it is so damn easy to distract myself with you.” She looked down, biting her lip a little, and skimmed her hand lightly down Gayle’s side, starting at her ribcage and sliding down over her hip to her thigh before letting go.

Gayle closed her eyes and pulled in a shaky breath. “Drinks. Dry martini for you. You wouldn’t have lemon today, would you?”

“I think I do, actually.” Shelly’s voice was a bit quieter. Gayle opened her eyes to see her walking backward toward the dining room, smiling. “Come on, I’ll show you around the kitchen.”

Gayle had briefly seen Shelly’s kitchen during her birthday party, but getting the tour was a lot of fun. She saw where Shelly kept all her alcohol and where she kept the other supplies for making drinks. Shelly cut a lemon while Gayle made her martini. Then Gayle found a tumbler for the sugar and bitters; she wanted her old fashioned. She added whiskey, hesitated, then added a little more. She was still going to have less alcohol than Shelly, and Shelly was the one who would have to drive. Well, she could always make herself another.

With drinks in hand, they retreated to the living room, where they could sit. Shelly kicked her shoes off, dropped her jacket on top of the couch, and curled up in a corner of it, tucking her feet under her. She sipped the martini. “This is really nice, Gayle. Are you sure you don’t want to do this for a living?”

Gayle shook her head. “Too many people.” She sipped her own drink and relaxed a little more as it warmed her through.

Shelly raised her eyebrows. “I think you dealt with ten times the number of people yesterday than you would in an average day bartending.”

Gayle took another sip. “Roller derby is… different. When I’m on the track, or even when I’m on the sidelines cheering for my team, I’m separate from the crowd. It’s like I’m a performer.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?” Shelly was looking at her over the top of her glass, her eyes serious. It was a real question, not just a criticism of Gayle’s inconsistencies.

“No. Not as much, anyway. I don’t have to talk or interact. Now, when I’m actually dealing with the crowd—like if I had to go to the concession stand or something—that bothers me. But I don’t usually have to get past all those people, and when I do, it’s worth it for the rest of derby.”

Shelly nodded. “I guess that makes sense. I like people, but crowds get exhausting fast, especially if I don’t know them.”

Gayle smiled. Shelly understood her. “Yeah, the more people I know, the less a group bothers me. That’s another thing about derby—the rest of the team is like armor against the crowd.”

Shelly sat up straighter, nodding. “That makes a lot of sense. You have to get really close to the other girls on the team, so they’re between you and the strangers. Even with the short practice time, the all-star team was like that for you?”

“Yeah, they were. Still are, probably. We practiced so much and so intensely that they barely felt like separate people sometimes.”

“That’s awesome.” Shelly dipped her head to take another sip of her martini. “But I think at this point we’re putting off the real conversation.”

Gayle sighed. “Well, we were getting to it. What to say to the team, right?”

“Yeah.” Shelly was studying her drink, not looking at Gayle. Gayle told herself not to think of it as a bad sign. “We can’t keep any secrets from them.”

Gayle shook her head. “Absolutely not. That wouldn’t be fair.”

“I’m not even sure it would be possible.” Shelly’s mouth twisted wryly to the side. “I guess we managed to keep our crushes secret…”

“Tara guessed,” Gayle said. “At least, she guessed that you weren’t touching me because you were into me.”

Shelly laughed. “There we go. Lisa told me I should talk to you—she probably guessed for both of us.”

“So, no secrets. Definitely. Do you think they’ll be okay with us being together?”

Shelly pursed her lips, looking at her drink again. “I think they’d say they were okay with it. That’s what I’m actually worried about. They’ll want us to be happy, so they’ll tell us to keep it up, but what if they start to think I’m giving you special treatment? What if I do start giving you special treatment?”

Gayle took a deep breath and squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t deny that Shelly’s concern was real. Dating the team captain wasn’t much better than dating the boss. “I’ll leave the team.”

“No!” Shelly lunged forward, almost spilling her drink, and grabbed Gayle’s arm. “I won’t let you do that. You love roller derby.”

Shelly’s sweet, selfless reaction brought a smile to Gayle’s face, even though her own idea didn’t make her happy. She released one hand from her drink to take Shelly’s hand. “I don’t mean quit roller derby. I just mean join a different team. I’ve gotten to know people from teams all over the city; I bet Janine would make space for me on her team. She’s on the all-star team and the captain of Rolling in the Street.”

Shelly frowned and shook her head. “That doesn’t seem fair to her.”

“You could trade me. Maybe Gianna would like to stay on the same team as Megan.” The two of them definitely seemed more like a couple after the tournament—not that Gayle was going to pry into their private life.

Shelly took a deep breath, squeezed Gayle’s hand, and let go. “But I don’t want you off my team. I want to see you every day.”

There was a lump in Gayle’s throat. She nodded. “Me, too. But we’ll still see each other a lot if we’re dating, right? The rest of the time that we’re not at roller derby, we’ll do stuff together.” She hastily took a sip of her drink, not wanting to hear the answer if it wasn’t a yes.

“Yeah, of course,” Shelly said. “I’m just afraid it won’t be enough. I don’t feel like I see you enough even at practices.” She chewed on her lip, looking around the room, then took a large sip of her martini. “Maybe we can keep trading you as a plan B? Offer it as an option if anyone on the team objects to us dating?”

Gayle took a deep breath. “That seems fair. Are you really afraid they’ll pretend to be okay with it when they aren’t?”

Shelly pulled her knees up and wrapped one arm around them. “Maybe it’s irrational, but I can’t help but worry about it.”

“Well, I definitely think it’s irrational. But now that you mention it, I’m worried, too.” Gayle sipped at her drink while she thought. She hoped the alcohol was lubricating her mind—though she knew she hadn’t had enough to make a difference. “What if we told one person we could be sure would support us?”

“And she could subtly get people’s opinions?” Shelly nodded.

Gayle frowned. “That sounds kind of underhanded, though. Having someone else probe around to see whether people would be okay with us theoretically dating, when they won’t know whether we are or not?”

“No, you have the right idea, but we can do it without being sneaky.” Shelly straightened up, sitting with her knees bent but not so curled in on herself. “We’ll tell one person—I’m thinking Tara—and make sure she’s used to the idea before we make an announcement to the rest of the team. She’ll keep an ear out for any grumbles. That way everything’s out in the open, and everyone can make informed decisions.”

Gayle grinned. “And that’s why I love you. Brilliant ideas, as always.”

Shelly actually blushed a little. “Thanks.” She finished off her martini and set it aside.

“And if Tara does come to us with any grumbles, you’ll trade me to Rolling in the Street, or I’ll try out for other teams,” Gayle said. “We can’t screw up the team.”

“And we can’t do anything that makes it seem like there will be any retaliation against someone who doesn’t like our relationship,” Shelly said, nodding. She reached out toward Gayle again. “And we definitely can’t break up.”

Gayle finished her own drink and reached out to take Shelly’s hand. “If someone does have trouble with our relationship, breaking up wouldn’t help anyway. They would still know we like each other, so there would always be that possibility of nepotism, or whatever, in the backs of their minds.” She tugged on Shelly’s hand.

With a smile, Shelly allowed herself to be pulled over to the other side of the couch, where she nestled against Gayle’s chest. Gayle took a deep breath and let her eyes drift closed as she put her arm around Shelly’s shoulders, holding her close. This… this was what she’d always wanted.

“Gayle, I think your drink is putting me to sleep,” Shelly said with a yawn. She snuggled a little closer, slipping one arm between the back of the couch and Gayle’s side.

“Maybe we should take a nap,” Gayle said. She tried and failed to suppress her own yawn in response. “This is a little too cozy. Also, we were up late last night partying.”

Shelly giggled, shaking her whole body. “You’re right, that probably makes more of a difference than the alcohol. But I wanted to have sex with you.”

Gayle bent her head to kiss the top of Shelly’s head. “We can do that later. Tomorrow, maybe.”

“Mm.” Shelly lifted her head so they could kiss, then said, “Come over after work tomorrow? Bring a change of clothes, spend the night?”

“Um… yeah. Yeah, I can do that.” Gayle yawned as Shelly settled her head back into her chest. She was ready to doze off, but there was one other thing they were supposed to do. What was it?

Oh, yeah, their plan to tell the team. “When are we going to talk to Tara?”

“I’ll call her tomorrow. Ask her to come to practice early on Tuesday. That way we can make the announcement on Tuesday and not string it out any longer than we have to.”

“Okay.” Gayle settled a little more comfortably back onto the couch. “That sounds good.”


Chapter 10




Gayle took inventory of her bag. Toothbrush, check. Pajamas, check. Work clothes for tomorrow, check. Derby clothes, gear, and skates, of course check. She’d walked Kirk and given him his evening serving of kibble.

There was just one last thing she had to do.

Madison was in the kitchen, cooking. “Hey, Madison?” Gayle asked, leaning on the kitchen doorway and petting Kirk.

“Yeah, what’s up?” Madison turned.

“Can you feed Kirk and let him out in the morning? I know I’ve been leaning on you a lot to take care of him lately, but I said I’d spend the night with Shelly tonight.”

Madison raised her eyebrows, grinning. “Is Shelly the girl who—no, can’t be, you kicked her out after like five minutes. The girl with the black hair and tattoos.”

Gayle coughed, knowing she was blushing. “Uh, no. Shelly’s from roller derby. I don’t think you’ve met her.”

“Well, cool.” Madison turned back to her cooking. “I’m happy to take care of Kirky, whenever. Just let me know. And if you’re going to move out, give us some warning so we can replace you on the lease, all right?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Gayle hadn’t even thought of that, and she didn’t think she was ready to think about it now. She’d been living in the same place ever since she moved to Philadelphia—could she bear to give up her bedroom, even if it was in this rental house surrounded by roommates? Would Shelly even want Gayle horning in on her space?

She wanted Gayle in her space tonight.

“Thanks, Madison,” she said. “I’ll see you… later.” She actually had no idea whether she would see Madison tomorrow or not. By the time she got home from derby practice, Madison might already be in bed.

She texted Shelly to let her know she was on her way, then got in the car. When she parked, she found a text from Shelly that said not to knock, just to come inside when she got there, so that was what she did. She felt an odd jolt when she opened the front door into the warmly lit living room as though it was her house. Was this a premonition of the future? Was this what Shelly wanted from their relationship? Were these exactly the lines she wanted Gayle thinking along?

Or had she just left the door unlocked because she didn’t want to give Gayle a key?

Gayle shut the door behind her, not locking it, and put her bag down. She looked around. Shelly was nowhere to be seen. Suddenly worried, she called, “Shelly? I’m here!”

Movement on the stairs caught her eye. She turned to see Shelly descending the staircase, entirely naked and grinning. Even her hair was down. Gayle watched her, aware that her eyes were wide and her mouth was gaping open, but unable to move her face until Shelly reached the landing and beckoned.

Like a puppet, Gayle walked toward the landing and up the first step. Shelly caught her by the chin, gently closed her mouth, and kissed her deeply. “You were staring.”

“You were worth staring at,” Gayle managed to say. “Still are.” She lowered her head so she had a direct line of sight to Shelly’s gorgeous breasts. It was half a joke… but she really liked looking at Shelly’s breasts.

She still couldn’t believe she was this lucky. The woman she’d loved for so long was actually choosing to be naked in front of her. She had specifically taken all her clothes off to greet Gayle.

And now she was rewarding her with a laugh that made her breasts jiggle. Gayle wanted to suck them both into her mouth, but Shelly stepped back. “Toss your coat on the couch and come upstairs,” she said.

Gayle hastened to comply, following Shelly a few steps behind so she could watch her ass move as she walked. She could practically pick out every muscle from this vantage point.

Once they’d reached Shelly’s bedroom—which Gayle couldn’t even look around and properly appreciate, not with a naked Shelly in front of her—she threw her arms around Shelly, kissed her hard on the mouth, and pulled her toward the bed. Shelly laughed, twining her fingers around the hem of Gayle’s sweater. “I see you’re as eager as I am.”

“You have that effect on me,” Gayle said, allowing Shelly to pull her sweater off. She struggled out of her shoes. “And it doesn’t seem entirely fair that you’re naked and I’m not.”

“I completely agree.” Shelly unhooked Gayle’s bra and tossed it aside. “Let’s get you out of those clothes.”

They managed it quickly, and then it was Shelly’s turn to wrap her arms around Gayle’s waist and pull her onto the bed. Gayle was almost surprised every time Shelly physically moved somewhere, since despite their fairly equal heights, Shelly was almost half her width. But they were both derby girls, they both worked out, and Gayle had seen Shelly physically handle people bigger than she was.

It did surprise her when Shelly pushed her facedown on the bed. “Wait there just a minute,” she commanded.

Gayle licked her lips. “Whatever you say, mistress.”

“I’m not quite that kinky,” Shelly said, giggling. Gayle would have been disappointed if it weren’t for the fact that she was still going to have sex with Shelly regardless. Her skin still quivered with anticipation when she heard a drawer open and close. Then Shelly’s warm fingers were on her ass, kneading the flesh and then pushing between her thighs. She shifted a little bit to spread her legs and felt Shelly stroke her lips, making her gasp.

“Tell me if this is too much,” Shelly said, her voice almost businesslike. She slipped one finger into Gayle’s opening, then a second one. It felt good, and it was definitely not too much.

“Ready?” Shelly asked.

“Ready for what?”

“Oh, that would spoil the surprise.” Something pressed against Gayle’s opening, then slid slowly inside. Something large and hard and slick. She gasped and arched her back, going up on her elbows and knees as she stretched to accommodate it.

“Is that good?” Shelly’s voice was closer to her ear. She was bent over Gayle, her thighs pressing into Gayle’s ass. “Or is it too much?”

“It’s good,” Gayle managed. “I’m just surprised.”

“Well, that was my idea.” Shelly’s hand came up and squeezed Gayle’s breast while her other hand, presumably, worked the sex toy, pushing it a little at a time into Gayle.

“You’re full of surprises today.” It was getting harder to talk as Shelly filled Gayle up more and more. She bit back a moan, then changed her mind and let it out. They had said they could make as much noise as they wanted here, right?

“There we go,” murmured Shelly. She was leaning harder into Gayle now, pressing the sex toy fully into her.

There was a tiny click, and then vibrations were rumbling through Gayle, emanating from the sex toy at her center and filling her entire body. She cried out, all her muscles tensing as the vibe stimulated her. Shelly pressed even harder against her, kneading her breast and holding her still. Gayle couldn’t help screaming her pleasure, feeling every tiny place where Shelly was touching her.

Then Shelly slid her hand down, over Gayle’s belly and down to her crotch. She hardly had to touch Gayle before her orgasm broke her apart, making her shudder and gasp for breath. The climax was short but intense; her arms and legs felt like jelly.

“That was very fast,” Shelly said with apparent satisfaction in her voice. She turned the sex toy off and slid it slowly out of Gayle.

Gayle collapsed back onto the bed, taking deep breaths. All her muscles were still twitching. “Well, you’re a really good coach,” she managed.

Shelly snorted and put the sex toy aside on her bedside table before lying down next to Gayle. She rested one hand lightly on the middle of Gayle’s back. “I don’t think the two skills are related. At least, I hope not. I don’t want to be giving the other players orgasms on the track.”

Gayle laughed, but it hurt a little. Her muscles were all tired from their brief effort. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to skate very hard tomorrow. You’ve worn me out already.”

“Well, I guess everyone will know how you got worn out after our announcement,” Shelly said, warmth in her voice. She slid her hand up to the back of Gayle’s neck. Gayle managed to turn her body to face Shelly, and Shelly’s mouth captured hers in a warm kiss.

The kiss led to another, and another, reawakening Gayle’s desire. She wasn’t quite as exhausted as she’d claimed, and she started running her hands up and down Shelly’s body, caressing her soft places and skimming her hard, muscled spots.

When Shelly started making bitten-off moans, Gayle grinned against her mouth and got up onto her knees, straddling Shelly. She moved her mouth down Shelly’s body, onto her breasts, sucking her pert little nipples. Shelly’s cries of pleasure were everything she could have ever dreamed of.

She drew kisses further and further down until she found Shelly’s center again. She wanted to try the suction trick Shelly had done on her, that first night they were together, but at the last moment she panicked—she hadn’t had any chance to practice it, and she wanted tonight to be perfect. She was also afraid of reminding Shelly of that first night, because it hadn’t been intended to be the start of anything. She didn’t want Shelly to have to think of them as anything other than an established couple.

Happily, Shelly did not seem to mind the way Gayle actually used her lips, tongue, and even teeth. One detached part of Gayle noticed that the full-throated screams she was letting out were clearly larger, freer versions of the little moans she’d given the first time. But most of Gayle was just happy to be giving pleasure to the woman she loved.

When she had finished, Shelly lay panting on her back for a few minutes. Gayle wanted to cuddle up close to her, but they were both sweaty, and Shelly’s arms were flung out to the side, so she just lay on the bed, watching Shelly.

Eventually, Shelly sat up. “Goddamn. I was going to cook for you tonight, but I’m exhausted now. I didn’t plan well for this.” She grinned and trailed her fingers along Gayle’s shoulder and upper arm.

Gayle shivered with pleasure at the light, gentle touch. She didn’t think she could get enough of touching Shelly. Without getting up, she laid her left hand on Shelly’s thigh. “Don’t worry about me. I can subsist on just you.”

When Shelly laughed, she opened her mouth wide, showing off her teeth. “That’s a lovely idea, Gayle, but I think we’d both get hungry. We could order takeout, but I feel bad. You cooked for me.”

“That was just showing off. I was trying to seduce you.”

Shelly raised her eyebrows, looking down at Gayle. “Really? I thought I was the one who seduced you.”

“No, not really. I didn’t actually think I had a chance. But I was trying to impress you.” Gayle yawned. She knew she should probably eat, but she felt more sleepy than hungry, lying here in Shelly’s bed with their hands on each other.

Shelly squeezed her arm. “You’re sweet. I’m going to feed you.”

“If you order takeout,” Gayle felt compelled to point out, “one of us has to get dressed.”

“I’m not cooking without putting clothes on.” Shelly bit her lip—a gesture which, as usual, went right to Gayle’s depths. “How about we both shower and put clothes on? Then I’ll order some food.”

“I only brought one outfit for tomorrow and pajamas for tonight,” Gayle said.

Shelly grinned, her eyes sparkling. “Perfect.”

They showered together and made love again under the hot water, pressing each other against the tile walls and sliding their hands over one another’s soap-slick skin. Gayle discovered that when she kissed, sucked, or nibbled Shelly’s throat, Shelly threw her head back to give her better access, looking especially sexy and vulnerable.

She still couldn’t believe she was this lucky, that this incredible woman was not only letting Gayle touch her, she was explicitly inviting it, happy to have her in her home and in her bed and in her body.

When they got dried off and Gayle put on her pajamas, Shelly looked over her with an odd grin, more to one side than the other. She didn’t say anything, though, just kissed Gayle and went off to find a menu. Gayle sat on the bed to wait for her. It was comfortable.




Waking up in Shelly’s bed was utterly wonderful, but the delight vanished quickly, when they both had to run around to get ready for work. Gayle had failed to set her own alarm, and Shelly’s went off a bit later, so that her morning routine had to be sped up. She realized after she was dressed and breakfasted that she’d automatically, and unnecessarily, left time to walk Kirk—but by then it was too late to not feel rushed, and she just ended up heading to work early.

They’d agreed to head separately to derby practice—Shelly didn’t want to tip anyone off about their secret if they noticed the two of them arriving in the same car—so Gayle went home after work for a quick meal and to give Kirk some attention. Then she was rushing off to derby practice again, getting there early so she and Shelly could talk to Tara.

When she parked, she saw only one car in the lot, and it wasn’t Shelly’s. She had to sit in her car for a moment talking down nerves; the car was certainly familiar, even if she wasn’t sure exactly whose car it was, so it was probably Tara’s. She’d arrived on time. Shelly would be on her way. She hadn’t forgotten about their plan to talk to Tara.

When Gayle went inside, Tara was sitting on the bench in the locker room, playing with her phone. She looked up and grinned when Gayle walked in. “Hey. Where’s Shelly?” She looked around, as though expecting Shelly to be right behind Gayle.

“On her way, I guess,” Gayle said, picking a locker and tossing her derby bag in. She didn’t want to get changed yet. Her heart was beating fast again.

“So what’s the big announcement?” Tara asked, leaning back and stretching. “Or small announcement, I guess, if you’re just telling me.”

“I think we should wait for Shelly.” Did Tara suspect what the announcement was? What had Shelly told her? She obviously knew that it was coming from both Gayle and Shelly, or she wouldn’t have said the announcement was just for her.

“Well, congratulations on that championship tournament,” Tara said. “You guys were amazing, but of course, you don’t need me to tell you that.”

Gayle grinned. “Thanks. It was pretty amazing to play on the all-star team.”

“I can only imagine. I’m going to be working harder this year.” Tara pumped her fist, grinning. “Maybe next year I’ll be good enough to get on the team with you.”

“If you work harder than I do, maybe you’ll take my spot,” Gayle said, laughing.

“No way,” Tara said. “You’re too good. You’d have to, like, not practice for the year.”

They were laughing when Shelly finally rushed in, tossing her bag on the floor in one direction and a large box of snacks on the floor in another. “Hi, guys. Sorry I’m later than I wanted to be. I forgot to account for the time to pick up snacks.”

Tara sat up straight again, her hands clasped in her lap. “So is this it? Time for you guys to finally tell everyone that you’re dating?”

Gayle stared at Tara, then at Shelly. Shelly had the same deer-in-the-headlights expression that she did. “How did you know?” Shelly finally asked.

Tara laughed, leaning back in her seat and clapping her hands. “It was a guess, but I’m so glad I’m right! I’ve noticed the way you two have been looking at each other.”

“Great,” Gayle said. “So the whole team probably already knows anyway and we could have saved ourselves all this drama.”

Tara shook her head. “I haven’t actually talked to anyone about it. I might be the only one who’s noticed. But I don’t think anybody is going to care.”

“That’s why we wanted to talk to you first,” Shelly said. She took Gayle’s hand, and Gayle immediately felt warmth and relaxation wash over her.

“We don’t want to hide it from the team,” Gayle explained. “But we don’t want people to be upset or think that Shelly is going to play favorites. It’s a tricky situation.”

Tara pursed her lips. “How long have you two been dating? Some people are going to be upset that you kept it a secret.”

“It hasn’t been very long,” Shelly said hastily. “Just since the tournament.”

“Really?” Tara raised her eyebrows. “I thought it was longer, the way you two have been dancing around each other.”

Gayle looked at Shelly. “We’ve sort of been… well…”

“‘Dancing around each other’ is a good description,” Shelly said. “I’ve been avoiding Gayle because I thought, as team captain, I shouldn’t date anyone on the team. But I gave up on that.”

Tara smiled again. “Well, I’m glad you have. I think you two are going to make each other very happy. Hell, you should know each other well enough by now to be able to tell that for yourselves. So why do I get to be the special recipient of the happy news?”

Outside of the locker room, a door slammed. Gayle heard the echo of voices. They hadn’t arrived early enough; some of the other girls were already here.

Shelly lowered her voice and spoke hastily. “We’re going to tell everyone, but we wanted an observer—someone to keep an eye on the rest of the team. I’m afraid that if anyone does think I’m going to abuse my position, they’ll be afraid to come tell me. So I want you to talk to anyone quietly and let us know if anyone complains, all right?”

Tara’s eyes lit up as she grinned. “Absolutely. I’m your spy. Love it.”

Gayle let go of Shelly’s hand quickly as she heard footsteps approach. The locker room door was flung open so hard that it hit the outside wall with a clang. Grinning, she turned to see who was so enthusiastic.

Mindy was, in fact, so enthusiastic that she flung her arms around Gayle. “Yes! This is wonderful! The whole team is back together!”

Gayle laughed and hugged her back. “Miss me?”

“Of course.” Mindy stepped back, still giving her an irrepressible grin. “Plus, I saw you guys kill it in the tournament. You must have learned some new stuff that you’ll be teaching us now.”

“That’s right,” Shelly said, as Helen followed Mindy at a more sedate pace. “You guys have to get our skills up to speed so we can all be on the all-star team next year.”

“I’m not sure how much of a teacher I am, but I’ll do my best,” Gayle said, smiling. “Maybe Megan will be able to help a little more. She’s the one who’s good with people.”

Between Mindy’s bubbly enthusiasm and the speedy arrival of several more players, no one seemed to notice that Gayle, Shelly, and Tara had been hobnobbing in secret before the practice, which was a relief. Gayle was pretty sure Tara couldn’t be the only one who had noticed that she and Shelly were interested in each other, but she didn’t want rumors flying before the whole team arrived and they could make the announcement.

She was briefly diverted by Megan, who, upon arriving, flung her arms around Gayle even more enthusiastically than Mindy had. Laughing, Gayle tried half-heartedly to pry her off. “Get off me, beanpole! What’s up with you? Oh, did your job interview go well?”

“It went great,” Megan said, backing up a few steps and starting to unpack her bag with gusto. “I start on Friday.”

“Wow, you got the job that fast?” Shelly asked. Megan had told them all about how she’d quit her crappy job the week before, and Kendall, one of the coaches for the all-star team, had gotten her an interview at the skate shop where she worked.

“I think Kendall told them to hire me,” Megan said, bending down to unlace her shoes. Gayle finally started to change into her derby gear as well.

“I’m sure they won’t regret it,” Gayle said.

“Technically, I’m in a probationary period for the next four weeks, then I get an official title, benefits, and a pay raise. But until then, I’m already making more than I did at the trampoline park.” Megan looked up at Gayle. Her cheeks were pink. “I’m living the dream. I have a good job, a great hobby, and a hot girlfriend.”

Gayle plopped down to put on her own skates, smiling and trying not to look at Shelly. “That’s awesome. How is Gianna? She’s a teacher, right? So winter break is coming soon.”

“Uh, yeah. Next week.” Judging by Megan’s expression, she had expected a bigger reaction to her announcement of having a hot girlfriend. Maybe she’d been hoping her own relationship was a little more secret than it really had been.

Luckily, she was saved having to reply by Shelly shouting over the group. “Hey, everybody! When you have your skates on, sit down and shut up! I want to talk to you about a few things.”

Gayle finished lacing up her skates and sat with her hands clasped in her lap. She wasn’t sure whether Shelly meant for her to sit with everyone else, but this way was safest.

Once everyone was quiet, Shelly put her hands on her hips, surveying them all. “I’m sure you’re expecting me to talk about having Leya, Megan, and Gayle back from the all-stars, and we’re thrilled to have them.” Mindy cheered, and a few people laughed and applauded. Shelly, grinning slightly, continued, “But we don’t need to spend time talking about that. This is going to be just like every day, and we’ll be a team the way we were before the tournament. Right now, I have a different announcement.” She held her hand out to Gayle.

Gayle swallowed. What if the team got really mad? What if someone was jealous, or just thought that it was a conflict of interest for Shelly to date anyone on the team?

Well, if they were, she would find out and she’d get herself traded. She wasn’t giving up Shelly. As long as she had her, anyway.

She took Shelly’s hand and stood up, rolling to Shelly’s side. Shelly, blushing slightly, said to the team, “I want to make sure to tell everyone so you don’t think we’re hiding anything from you or keeping secrets. Gayle and I are dating now. We’re together.” Gayle felt her own cheeks warm.

Lisa wolf-whistled, and a few people laughed. A few others cheered. The room seemed about split between people who were surprised and those who were just happy for them. Megan’s eyes were wide, but she was grinning. Helen’s jaw had dropped. Christy had her hand clapped over her mouth as though it could conceal her smile.

No one looked angry or hurt by the news. But still, Gayle couldn’t be sure. “Does this bother anyone? Any objections? We really don’t want to mess up the team dynamics.”

“I promise to be just as much a hardass with Gayle as with everyone else,” Shelly said, making a few people laugh again.

“I think it’s awesome,” Christy said, dropping her hand. “You two deserve to be happy, and who can you trust more to make you happy than a fellow Monster?”

“That’s right,” said Lisa, and a few others nodded.

Gayle had to smile at all of them. Even if they weren’t all happy, they were all being supportive and nice. She still couldn’t feel entirely confident, but that was why they’d asked Tara to keep an ear out. She would talk to everyone and make sure there were no grumbles.

Leaving the team was a scary thought, but she could do it if she had to.

“Then let’s get out there and skate our hearts out!” Shelly cried. She lifted her fist.

“MONSTERS!” everyone shouted in unison. Shelly and Gayle led the way onto the track, still hand in hand.


Chapter 11




Dating Shelly was amazing, but after a couple of weeks, Gayle started to feel bad for leaving Kirk alone so often. Here it was a Friday night and she was tearing home from work, giving him a hurried walk—she tossed a tennis ball a couple of times, but he could have gone for more—and then tearing out of the house again.

Maybe she and Shelly should move in together. Then she could just bring Kirk with her—there was plenty of room for him in Shelly’s house—and he’d never be neglected again.

Of course, she wasn’t going to be the one to bring that up. Not if it would risk rejection. She loved Shelly, and she knew Shelly loved her, but she still had to tread lightly; anything that might make Shelly pull back from the relationship at all was anathema to her.

Things were going well so far, though. It had been a week and a half since the first practice with the team, and Gayle had only noticed two differences between practices before and after the all-star tournament: one, she was a better player, and two, she was happier. She and Shelly didn’t make out at practices or anything, but they could touch each other whenever they wanted.

Almost as important, no one seemed to object to them dating. Gayle had made sure to get a quiet word with Tara the day before when practice was over, and Tara had just given her a wink and a thumbs-up. So they were all right.

Gayle bundled up and walked to the bus stop to catch the bus to Shelly’s house. She wanted to take a break from her car; today was the day before Christmas Eve, so tomorrow she and Kirk would be driving for several hours so they could spend Christmas with her parents, and that would be more than enough driving for the week.

The bus ride was short, and she got off near Shelly’s house, walked to the door, knocked, and opened it. She was immediately assaulted by a wave of warm, moist air carrying the most delicious smells. She took a deep breath as she stepped inside and closed the door behind her. Was Shelly baking? Was that… nutmeg?

“Gayle!” Shelly cried. She came hurtling out of the kitchen and threw her arms around Gayle.

Laughing, Gayle hugged her back. “Come on, the hugs will be better when I get my coat off.” She couldn’t reach her zipper to even tug at it.

“Oh, but you’re so puffy and soft this way.” Shelly gave her an extra squeeze and then a kiss on the lips—a surprisingly quick, chaste peck. After a long day of work, Shelly was usually much more sexually aggressive. But if she was cooking, she probably had to get back to it.

Shelly let go of Gayle, and she unzipped her coat, turning to hang it up by the door. When she turned back, David was standing there beside Shelly. Gayle’s heart did an odd half-flip. She hadn’t known David would be over today, as well. She liked him, but she’d been expecting an evening alone with her girlfriend. No wonder Shelly’s kiss had been so quick.

“Hi, Gayle,” David said, smiling. “It’s good to see you making my sister happy. Took you long enough—unless she’s been dating you all along and keeping it a secret from us?”

Gayle tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry. She had no idea how to answer David. Had Shelly been keeping her a secret from him?

Shelly stepped forward again and took Gayle’s hand. “I told you guys as soon as we’d told the team. We’d only been dating a few days then. Hardly a secret.”

“Then yeah, it took you way too long.” David shook his head, then turned and headed back toward the kitchen, where the door was shut—presumably to keep in all the nice smells. Gayle considered that very selfish.

She took a deep breath and turned to Shelly once David was opening the door and she thought she could talk quietly without being overheard. “Shelly, I—”

Before she could finish her sentence, Shelly was nudging her to turn back again. “Hey, Gayle. Surprise.”

Two people Gayle didn’t know—a man and a woman—were emerging from the kitchen.

A wave of panic rose up in Gayle’s chest, and she did her best to fight it down, squeezing Shelly’s hand to hang on. What were these people doing in Shelly’s house? They were strangers to her. No—she’d seen them somewhere before. But when? Did she know them at all? Was she supposed to remember their names?

Shelly was grinning and didn’t seem to notice anything wrong. “Gayle, these are my parents, Brian and Katrina Gaudin. Mom and Dad, I’m so glad that you finally get to meet Gayle.”

Oh. Now she knew where she’d seen them before. In the photo of Shelly’s family at her grandmother’s ninetieth birthday—and in Shelly and David’s faces. They both took strongly after their mother, with their straight noses, wide eyes, and thin, delicately shaped lips.

“I’m thrilled to meet you,” Katrina said, walking forward and reaching out to Gayle. Gayle put out her own hand mechanically, and they shook. “Shelly’s been so enthusiastic about you—and David’s said nice things as well.”

“That’s how we know she’s not just infatuated and making stuff up,” Brian said.

Shelly and Katrina both laughed, though Katrina elbowed her husband. “We trust Shelly’s judgment, right?”

“Of course,” Brian said, shaking Gayle’s hand as well. “I’m just teasing. It’s great to meet our daughter’s girlfriend.”

Gayle swallowed. It wasn’t easy, but she forced a smile onto her face. “It’s really nice to meet you as well.”

She was glad—or at least thought she should be glad—to meet Shelly’s family. It seemed a little early on in the relationship, but they’d known each other for years already. And after all, hadn’t she already been thinking about moving in? Surely meeting the parents came first.

But that had just been a passing fantasy. She wasn’t going to discuss it. This… this was serious, and Shelly had never mentioned it.

“Okay, I’ll get back in the kitchen,” Katrina said.

“I’m sure David has everything under control,” Shelly said with a smile.

“Yes, but dinner will be done soon. I want to get everything finished.”

“Oh, then I’d better set the table.” Shelly and her mother disappeared into the kitchen—a cloud of steam carrying amazing smells of yeast, spices, and roasted meat flew out when they opened the door.

But that left Gayle alone with Shelly’s dad, a situation she had never expected to be in.

“So you’re on the roller derby team, are you?” he asked, clearly at a loss for conversation just as she was.

At least he’d picked one of the easiest topics for her to talk about. “Yeah, I’m a blocker, like Shelly. It’s a lot of fun.”

“Is that how you two met, or did she meet you and then drag you onto the team? I know she can be persuasive.”

Gayle smiled. “No, we met when I tried out for the team. You’re right about her being persuasive. She’s a great team captain—I think she gets us all to work harder and longer than we would otherwise, and that makes us a better team.” Her mouth was running away from her again, but he didn’t seem to mind.

“Do you win a lot of games?”

“Most of them, I think. Did she tell you about the championship tournament?”

“She said you were on an all-star team. You must be a great player.” He gave her an encouraging smile.

“Well, I’d like to think so.” Gayle looked down. She couldn’t stare into that smile for very long. “I was on the all-star team with two of the other girls from Monstrous Regiment. We came in second in the tournament. It was a pretty amazing time. Maybe next year Shelly will try out—I’m sure she could make it.”

“That’s so sweet of you,” Shelly said. Gayle looked up, startled—she hadn’t heard Shelly emerge from the kitchen, but there she was, setting out silverware on her dining room table. “I am not actually that good, I just have the gift of making other people play their best.”

“Maybe you should turn it on yourself sometime,” Shelly’s father said, turning away from Gayle to walk toward the table. “Want any help?”

“Sure, set the forks down.” Between the two of them, they got the table set very quickly. Shelly grabbed Gayle’s hand and pulled her to a seat just before the kitchen door was flung open—no steam appeared this time—and David and Katrina came out carrying dishes.

Gayle squeezed Shelly’s hand below the table, unwilling to relinquish it. She wanted desperately to talk with Shelly alone, but that would be rude, with the family here and dinner about to be served. At least food would provide a convenient excuse for quiet.

Katrina set down a large roast with thick cuts of root vegetables surrounding it, and David set down a bowl full of buttery rolls. “I’m sure you’re used to Shelly’s cooking, Gayle, but I hope this will meet your standard even though she didn’t cook it,” Katrina said, carving and serving the roast deftly.

Gayle swallowed. Shelly had cooked for her a few times, but Gayle had cooked just as many times, and they’d eaten out even more often than that. Neither of them was big into spending time in a restaurant, but neither was into cooking, either. Was she missing out on something here? “I’m sure it will be delicious,” she said honestly. It looked and smelled heavenly.

Shelly squeezed her hand, then let it go as plates came their way. “Mom, you know I don’t like to cook that much. Just Granny’s recipes.” She took the bowl of rolls from David, removed one, and passed it to Gayle. “I’m not even sure I got the rolls right, but they seem to have risen and everything.”

“They’re perfect,” David said. “I tested one. For science.”

Gayle smiled and took two rolls before passing the bowl to Brian. “If these are one of your grandmother’s recipes, I want to make sure I get my fair share.”

Shelly elbowed Gayle, but she was grinning.

David went back into the kitchen; when he returned, he had glasses of water for everyone. Gayle almost expected them to say grace, but she knew Shelly’s family wasn’t religious, and by the time David came with the glasses, Shelly and her dad were already eating.

Gayle dug in herself. The food was delicious, of course, the flavors of the roast, the vegetables, and the sauce all mingling together. But the rolls were her favorite. They were rich and yeasty, with a hearty crumb. Since everyone had been talking about the food, she only felt a little bit embarrassed about sharing her appreciation out loud with Shelly.

“I think you might have even improved upon Mom’s recipe,” Shelly’s mom said, agreeing with Gayle and taking another roll from the bowl.

Shelly groaned and covered her face with her hands. “That’s nice of you to say, but if it’s not Granny’s rolls, it’s just wrong! I need to practice more with baking them. I think I might have added too much butter.”

“There is no such thing as too much butter,” David said.

“Anytime you want to practice baking these, I’ll happily be your taste tester,” Gayle said. She tore off a piece of a roll to sop up some of the sauce from her roast. It was still good that way, but the flavor of the sauce overwhelmed the roll a little.

“I’ll have to make you work harder at roller derby to burn off the extra butter,” Shelly said. Gayle laughed, but Shelly looked away.

“Time for the cookies yet?” Shelly’s dad asked.

“We haven’t even finished dinner,” her mom said.

“I’m not sure I’ll have room for dessert,” Gayle said as she took another roll. She couldn’t help it—they were too good, and she was hardly worried about gaining weight.

But a few minutes later, Shelly and her mom went into the kitchen, Katrina carrying the mostly-eaten roast and Shelly carrying the empty bowl from the rolls. Gayle stared down at the roll on her plate, eating it a bit at a time. Why did Shelly have to keep leaving her alone with her family?

“So, Gayle,” David said, “did you know that I’m going to be helping out with the admin for you upcoming season?”

“Uh, no!” Gayle swallowed quickly, looked up, and smiled at him. “I’m delighted to hear it. So Shelly finally convinced you, huh?”

“You helped, if only by filling me with shame for ignoring what my sister was saying.”

“Great, now I’ll be losing both my children to this sport,” Brian complained good-naturedly. “David, why don’t you join a sport of your own? Something powerful, maybe full-contact.”

David grinned. “Well, there’s always men’s roller derby.”

“More games on wheels? Come on, you can do better than that.”

Gayle was trying not to laugh, but it was becoming a struggle. “Have you ever seen a roller-derby match?”

“Well, no. I’ve been meaning to get to it, but there won’t be one for a while…”

Gayle swallowed, composed her face, and turned to look at him. “When you do, you’ll see just how serious of a sport it is. I think we hit even harder on skates than we would running on dirt.”

“You certainly do,” David said. “You should see Gayle play, Dad. She’s a powerhouse.”

Gayle stared down at her plate again. She was pleased but uncomfortable with the compliment, and also, she was uncomfortably aware of how close she’d come to insulting Shelly’s dad.

He didn’t seem upset, though. “Is it really a full-contact sport? I know they say that, but…”

“It really is,” David confirmed. “You saw Shelly carrying stuff around at the picnic last summer—that’s no coincidence.”

Finally, before the conversation could drag on any more, Shelly and her mom returned from the kitchen. Shelly was carrying a plate of cookies in pot holder-covered hands; Katrina carried a trivet, which she placed on the middle of the table for Shelly to put the cookies on.

This was the source of the nutmeg Gayle had smelled earlier. She took a deep breath. “Nutmeg and cinnamon?”

“And molasses,” Katrina said.

“This isn’t one of Granny’s recipes, so don’t worry if you don’t like them,” Shelly said, sitting back down next to Gayle. “And give them a couple of minutes to cool. But I think they’re done just right.”

Brian reached in and snatched one, tossing it between his hands quickly. “Eh, this is cool enough to eat.” He bit in and made noises of appreciation, but Gayle noticed that he was still holding the other half carefully. She decided to listen to Shelly and wait.

Not that she wouldn’t have listened to Shelly anyway.

“Did you make up this recipe yourself?” she asked.

“No, I’m not that good! But it’s cold, and I wanted to bake, so I found a recipe for cookies that could use just what I had in the house. If I’d had pumpkin, I would have made something different.” Shelly reached onto the pan and picked up a cookie delicately, waving it in the air. “Almost cool enough.”

Gayle waited another few seconds, then picked up a cookie. It felt perfect, piping hot but not too hot to hold or eat. Still, she was careful as she took a bite—but after the flavor hit her tongue, she couldn’t hold back anymore. Even though she was full from the dinner, she devoured the cookie and immediately reached for a second one. “Shelly, these are amazing.”

“I think these might be a go-to recipe,” Shelly agreed around a mouthful of cookie.

Katrina and David were eating, as well. Katrina swallowed her cookie and grinned at Shelly. “Granny would be proud.”

Shelly looked down at the table. “Oh, she probably would have liked it better if I’d gone out and bought some pumpkin.”

“She did like her pumpkin,” David said. “She probably would have had some in the house already.”

Gayle swallowed, picking up another cookie but not ready to eat it yet. She didn’t like the way the conversation was going. She couldn’t participate, never having known Shelly’s grandmother—and Shelly looked like she wasn’t happy with the criticism.

“But if she didn’t, she would have whipped up something like this,” Katrina said. “You knew her as a woman who was always ready for unexpected guests—and so did I, but being ready didn’t necessarily mean having everything she wanted on hand. She would just find a way to turn whatever she had into something welcoming, and you did a good job.”

Shelly looked up again. In the corner of Gayle’s eye, she could see that her girlfriend’s cheeks were pink. “Thanks, Mom.”

Gayle tried to keep a straight face, but she was startled. Unexpected guests? Was that just Granny’s philosophy, or was Katrina actually implying that the visit had been unplanned? That would explain why Shelly hadn’t warned her.

Brian sighed with obvious contentment. “These cookies are great. You know what would really go with them? A hot toddy.”

Finally, something for Gayle to do. She jumped up from her seat, stuffing the cookie into her mouth, and then froze as Katrina and Brian stared at her in astonishment.

“Gayle, are you all right?” Katrina asked after a moment of silence (broken only by David crunching a cookie).

Shelly laughed. “She’s fine. Dad just said the magic words. Make me one while you’re at it, sweetheart?”

“I’d love to,” Gayle said. “Three hot toddies. Katrina, David, you want anything?”

“No, thanks, I’m driving,” Katrina said, still staring at her.

“I’m good,” David said, reaching for another cookie.

Gayle rushed into the kitchen, filled the electric kettle, and whisked around getting the ingredients together. She was glad she’d been spending so much time at Shelly’s house; she knew where all the necessary items were kept. In the dining room, she could hear Shelly explaining to her parents about Gayle’s love of bartending. Gayle was just glad to have a few minutes almost to herself, out of the crowd, tiny though it might be.

The alcohol was going to help, as well.

When she brought out the three steaming drinks, Brian looked abashed, but Shelly looked up at Gayle with gratitude in her eyes. Gayle sat down with the drinks, sliding one over to Brian, and then handed one to Shelly, leaning into her shoulder briefly.

The contact helped, too.

“This is really nice,” Brian said when he had sipped his drink. “Thank you, Gayle. I was actually thinking I would make my own, until you stood up.”

“That’s all right,” Gayle said, her hands wrapped around her own mug. “I really was happy to be making a drink for someone.”

Katrina, she noticed, wasn’t looking at her. Gayle hoped she hadn’t screwed things up.

They made small talk about Brian’s job at a pet store until the hot toddies were gone, and then Shelly’s family said it was time to leave. Gayle bit her lip so she wouldn’t betray a sigh of relief.

They seemed to take forever to say goodbye, putting their coats on and chatting with Shelly, discussing the food again, and finally deciding to leave all the leftovers with Shelly (though her parents, it seemed, had brought the roast). Gayle shook hands with them and listened carefully when they had left to make sure they had actually driven away.

Then Shelly grabbed Gayle by the arm and pulled her onto the couch, where they both collapsed with sighs. “Sorry about that,” Shelly said, resting her head on Gayle’s shoulder.

Gayle maneuvered until she could get her arm around Shelly’s waist. She was relaxing already. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not. You’re obviously overwhelmed and tired. I am, too, so it has to be worse for you—they’re not your family.” Shelly sighed again and grabbed Gayle’s hand, tucking her arm even closer to her body. “Meeting the family is usually a big thing and I sprung it on you.”

Gayle swallowed. “It sounded like your mom was saying they were unexpected guests.”

“Well, they were. They just dropped in on me wanting to cook. Which is usually fine—or at least it used to be fine.” Shelly looked up at Gayle. “I should have given you a little warning when you got here, though.”

“That would have been nice,” Gayle admitted. “It wouldn’t have helped that much, but a few seconds’ warning is better than none at all.”

Shelly nodded. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

“Also, if I’d thought to make drinks earlier, that would have helped. Do you want something stronger now?”

“Yes,” Shelly said, tightening her grip on Gayle’s hand where it lay across her midriff.

Gayle laughed. The tension wasn’t gone, but it was certainly retreating now that she was alone with Shelly. “Are you going to let me go to the kitchen to make a drink?”

“No,” Shelly said, laughing along with her. “At least not yet.”

“Would your granny approve of you canoodling on the couch with another woman?” Gayle teased.

Shelly looked up at her, pressing the top of her head into Gayle’s shoulder, and grinned. “As a matter of fact, she would. I came out to her when I was fourteen and she was very supportive.”

“I guess I wasn’t giving her enough credit. That’s really nice to hear.” Gayle had never come out to her own grandparents. Most of them had died when she was fairly young, and she hadn’t had the courage to come out to Grandma—who would probably be distressed to hear it, and then completely forget about it by the next time Gayle saw her, so it definitely wasn’t worth the pain.

“Actually, when I told her, she said I was brave, told me to be true to myself, and even said she was jealous.” Gayle felt Shelly’s chest rise and fall with a silent sigh.

“Jealous? Really?”

Shelly nodded. “From that and some other things she said, I think she liked girls, but she was too scared to do anything about it. She just went along with what society said she should do, marrying Gramps.”

A wisp of anxiety twisted Gayle’s stomach again. “Do you think she didn’t really love your grandfather?”

“It’s hard to say. I was a kid when I saw them together, you know? But I do think they cared about each other. They seemed happy, and I’m sure they would have ended up divorcing if they’d been miserable. Anyway, they had two kids, and if all they’d wanted was an heir they would have stopped having sex after Uncle Pat was born.”

Gayle snorted, the anxiety leaving her body. “Do you think about your grandmother’s sex life often?”

Shelly turned within Gayle’s embrace so they were facing each other. “Only when I’m already not horny at all. Sorry if you’re disappointed.”

“That’s fine,” Gayle said, patting her stomach. “I ate so much I don’t think I could move enough for sex. You ready for a drink now?”

“Yeah.” They went back into the kitchen, where Gayle mixed Shelly her favorite martini, then made a less dry one for herself. When she turned back toward Shelly, though, Shelly was just staring at her drink, not having sipped it.

“What’s wrong?” Gayle asked.

“Oh, nothing. It’s just that this was Granny’s favorite drink, too.”

“You really looked up to her, huh?”

“Yeah. I don’t usually think about her that much, but I guess talking about her at dinner made me miss her more. Did I tell you I’m named after her?”

“Her name was Shelly?”

“No, Virginia. It’s my middle name.”

“Shelly Virginia Gaudin. Lovely name.”

Shelly smiled. “What’s your middle name?”

“Rosemary.”

“Gayle Rosemary Bowers? I like that better.”

“Yeah?” Gayle laughed. “I was going to say you didn’t have to grow up with people not knowing how to pronounce your last name, but I guess Gaudin gives other people just as much trouble.”

“It does get frustrating.” Shelly finally lifted her glass, as though in a toast, and took a sip. Gayle took that as a cue to drink some of her own martini.

“Does your family often drop in unexpectedly?”

“A few times a year, I guess. I’m sorry I didn’t warn you.”

Gayle shook her head. Now that she had relaxed and recovered, she couldn’t be upset with Shelly for not warning her. “You couldn’t have expected them to show up today. I mean, Christmas is in two days. You’ll see them then, right?”

Shelly snorted. “You’re right. Now that I think about it, they may have showed up just in hopes of seeing you. I’m going to have to yell at them on Sunday.”

Gayle took Shelly’s hand. “You don’t have to do that.”

“But I want to.” Shelly kissed Gayle softly and sweetly. Gayle kissed her back, then again and again. It was hard to stop kissing when Shelly’s lips were so soft and sweet on hers, but finally Shelly tugged her toward the couch, where they could sit, drink, watch a movie, and kiss whenever they felt like it.

Which was often.


Chapter 12




The holiday season was nice, with a short and mostly-pleasant visit to her parents, but Gayle was much happier returning to regular derby practice after Christmas and New Year’s. The holiday schedule had made their regular practices difficult, so all they’d done was a couple of short practices and a holiday party.

It was, admittedly, a little odd to be dating Shelly and also taking orders from her. “Gayle, you’re not watching your left!” Shelly shouted at her from three feet away as they played a scrimmage match. Gayle wanted to shout back—something she’d never been tempted to do before, though other players did sometimes—but instead she looked to her left, just in time to see Megan whiz past her.

They were playing with backpacks full of weight (a new innovation Shelly had come up with over winter break), but while Gayle’s backpack was slowing her down, Megan’s didn’t seem to be doing anything.

Or maybe Gayle was just slow from all the holiday food she’d eaten.

She put a little more power behind her skates, looking carefully to both sides and making herself as broad as possible. She saw Tiffany coming up on her right, but, since Tiffany was on her side of the scrimmage, didn’t do anything—until Tiffany collided with Gayle’s shoulder with an oof.

“Sorry,” Tiffany said, backing away in a circle so she was half-facing Gayle. “This backpack is putting me off balance.”

“Me, too,” Gayle said with a grimace, but then Megan was back around and they had to keep her from getting through.

Megan tried to skirt Gayle to the side, but Gayle blocked her with a leg. Megan went down, falling on her behind with a grunt.

“Are you okay?” Gayle asked, slowing down to face Megan, who had her eyes squeezed shut. She hoped Megan hadn’t just gotten her second roller-derby injury in six months—or re-injured the shoulder she’d previously hurt with her hard fall.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Megan said through gritted teeth. “My ass just hurts.”

Shelly blew a whistle at them. “Come on, guys! Scrimmage isn’t over yet! Gayle and Megan, remember you’re on opposite teams!”

“You sure nothing’s broken?” Gayle asked, ignoring Shelly. They might be on opposite teams, but Megan was her friend, and she wanted to make sure they hadn’t just lost their best jammer.

Megan huffed. “I don’t think so. I fell harder than I expected to, though. These stupid backpacks.” She reached up. Gayle helped her to her feet, but Megan laughed and used Gayle’s momentum to get past her.

“Pretty sure that would be some kind of foul,” Shelly said, skating over to Gayle.

Gayle shook her head. “Come on, you know that would never happen in a real game.”

“Exactly!” Shelly gave Gayle a little push, and she started skating again.

Thankfully, the scrimmage jam couldn’t last too much longer, and soon Shelly called a halt. Gayle started to skate toward the bench, but a minor imperfection in the track made her lose her balance—and fall backward onto her behind, the same way Megan just had. She swore out loud. The weights in her backpack did indeed make it impossible for her to catch her balance. She was strong, but she wasn’t used to this, and she hit hard.

Mindy was skating past her and giggled, but stopped to help Gayle up. Gayle grimaced, slowly skating to the bench. She was sure she would have a big bruise.

“I’m not sure I’m a fan of this new training technique,” she told Shelly as she sat down and swung the backpack off her shoulders to land with a thunk on the floor.

“Tough titties! We’re all doing it.” Shelly stood at the front of the group, skates spread apart and fists on her hips. “We’re all good players, but we can work harder and be stronger.”

“I agree with Gayle,” Tiffany said, though she wasn’t looking at either of them. “Having weights dragging us down isn’t making us learn anything, it’s just messing with our balance.”

“We have to train with weights,” Shelly said, though she sounded less certain. “Some of us lift, but we all need muscle to play this game more effectively. I figured it was more efficient to carry the weights while we’re practicing, and get used to them, so that skating is easier when we don’t have them.”

“In a real game, we won’t have crap weighing us down in one direction only,” Lisa said. “If we do get used to these weights, we’ll just end up leaning backward in actual games, because it will feel so strange to be missing the weight.”

“Yeah, if we’re going to weight train, let’s just do it with regular gym equipment,” Megan said. “Since it’s the off-season, why don’t we find a gym to train at together for Saturday nights?”

“That’s a good idea,” Gayle said, nodding.

Shelly frowned. “I’m sure some of us have memberships at different gyms. We don’t want to pay for more than one.”

“I bet there’s a gym nearby that would give us a block of time on Saturdays for just our group, without memberships and at a lower rate,” Tara said. “Saturdays are probably slow for them anyway, and if we like the gym, it’s cheap advertising. I’ll look into it.”

“That sounds perfect,” Kristine said. “My gym is two blocks from here—I’ll get you their contact information to start with.”

“Well, all right,” Shelly said. “If we can do that, it sounds like a good idea.” She wasn’t looking at Gayle, who felt a squirming sensation in her stomach. Was Shelly ignoring her on purpose? No, this was team time, not girlfriend time. It was probably just a coincidence that Shelly didn’t like Gayle’s suggestions until someone else agreed, too. Gayle had just been the first one to complain—maybe because she was Shelly’s girlfriend.

“But we’re not giving up on the weights today,” she added.

Lisa bent down and opened her backpack to pull one of the plates out. “If you’d used dumbbells, I would say we can just carry them. But there must be a better way to do this.”

“Bodyweight exercises?” Tiffany suggested. “I’m thinking, like, hold one in both hands. Like this.” She appropriated one of Lisa’s plates and did chest presses with it, pushing it in and out.

“We can’t skate and do that at the same time,” Shelly said.

“Sure we can,” Megan said. “We just can’t play and do it at the same time. Actually, I think that sounds like fun.” She lifted one of her plates.

“Me, too,” Gayle said. She looked down at her backpack, then back up at Shelly. “But not right now, because my butt hurts too much.” Mindy giggled again.

Shelly laughed, too. “All right, anybody whose ass hurts too much to skate can have a break. Everyone else, laps.”

Eleven skaters got up—those who had backpacks left them behind—and skated onto the track. Only Gayle, Megan, and Shelly remained behind. Shelly skated over to Gayle, hands still on her hips. “Are you all right?”

“I’m just bruised, I think,” Gayle said, looking up at her. “But I’ll be honest, these backpacks were not the best idea.”

“Yeah, I guess not.” Shelly grimaced. “We’ll talk after practice, okay?”

“Um, sure.” Gayle blinked as Shelly skated away, her heart rate rising. They usually talked after practice—so why was Shelly making a point of it? Was she angry with Gayle for arguing with her in front of everyone?

After the others had done a few laps, Shelly had everyone take a weight and skate back onto the track. Megan made a show of grumbling, but Gayle was feeling a lot better, so she elbowed her gently. “Sure you didn’t break anything?”

Megan grinned. “I just like to complain. Not much else to complain about, these days.”

Gayle laughed. “Good for you!”

Carrying the plates worked out a lot better than wearing them in backpacks. As Megan had said, they couldn’t actually play that way—Gayle’s arms tired too quickly to use them to block effectively—but it didn’t matter. They were definitely building muscles they’d never built on the track before. Gayle could feel her shoulders getting a brand-new workout.

After a few laps, Shelly and Tara upped the stakes by carrying one plate in each hand for greater weight. They did biceps curls and lateral raises. However, since Shelly wasn’t actually telling anyone to do it, the rest of the players kept to their one plate each. Gayle’s pushup regimen had not prepared her for this.

“Okay, enough with the weights,” Shelly finally announced. “That was good. We’ll do that at least once a week from now on. And if the rest of you can come up with exercises to work other muscle groups—especially the parts of our legs that don’t get worked while skating—that would be great.”

“We’re going to be the most ripped team in the city,” said Christy with a grin.

“That’s the idea!”

They played a few normal scrimmages before the end of practice. Gayle was sweaty and tired and felt like she’d had a great day, but there was still a knot of worry in her stomach for whatever Shelly wanted to talk about.

Shelly gave her a significant look, but didn’t say anything as they changed and let everyone else leave. Finally, Gayle and Shelly were the only ones left in the locker room. Gayle sat on the bench and patted the space next to her, but Shelly stayed standing.

Gayle stared up at her, even more worried now. “Did you want to go to your house to talk?”

 Shelly shook her head, which made it even worse. What could this conversation be that she wanted to have in the locker room?

“Tara talked to me before practice today,” she said, and Gayle’s heart plummeted.

She had to swallow a few times before she could get any words out. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know. Tara wouldn’t give me a name, which is probably for the best.”

Gayle nodded, though her mind was immediately going through the list of others on the team. Who could possibly object to her relationship with Shelly? She was suddenly suspicious of all of her friends.

No. Not suspicious. This had worked out just like they’d intended—Tara had talked to people to get their genuine reactions. It was just that Gayle hadn’t expected anyone’s genuine reaction to be against them.

“Okay,” she said heavily. “I’ll talk to Janine. See if she’ll swap me for Gianna—or, well, anyone, really. They’re a good team. It’ll be fine.”

But she felt sick at the idea of leaving her team, even if it was to join some of her erstwhile teammates from the Sisterly Love All-Stars. Or maybe the sick feeling was just at leaving Shelly.

She wouldn’t be leaving Shelly, she reminded herself. They just wouldn’t see each other as often. They’d be at practices on opposite days…

They’d hardly see each other at all.

“No,” Shelly said. “I don’t think that’s a good idea after all. If you leave, there will still be problems, just different ones, because we’ll be playing against your team. Unless you want to get away from me now.”

A lump sat in Gayle’s throat. “I don’t,” she said. “But what choice do we have? We can’t screw up the team.”

Shelly took a deep breath. “I think we have to break up.”

Gayle felt like she’d been punched in the gut. It was worse than falling on her ass earlier had been. Could Shelly really mean it?

Yes, of course she could. It had been coming all day. First, when she wouldn’t listen to any of Gayle’s ideas, and now when she wouldn’t look at or touch Gayle. She’d probably just been looking for an excuse, and now it had finally come.

Gayle knew this had been too good to be true.

Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them back, too proud to let any fall. They’d been together, what, a month? Yes, almost exactly. And now it was over.

It was still the most successful relationship she’d ever been in. Maybe that would give her hope in the future, when she liked someone else, that something more than a single date was possible.

If she could ever like someone else.

She didn’t know if she could handle seeing Shelly three times a week at practice after this. But she’d done it before, hadn’t she? Back when all she’d had was a hopeless crush. This wouldn’t be any worse. It might even be easier, because she had a real reason they weren’t together.

But it still hurt, like a heavy rock stuck in her heart, weighing her down.

“Gayle?” Shelly said.

Gayle closed her eyes. She didn’t know what she should do. But she could at least take a break from tormenting herself. “I might not show up at practice for a few days.”

Shelly took in a quick, shaky breath. “Yeah, all right. That’s fair. But you’re not leaving the team, right?”

Gayle shook her head. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to leave this team. “I don’t think so. But I need some time to myself. To think.”

“Yeah. Of course. Take all the time you need.”

Gayle felt warmth near her face, as though Shelly had reached out toward her, but when she opened her eyes, Shelly was turned away, farther away than she had been before.

She knew she had imagined everything.


Chapter 13




Gayle spent all of Thursday afternoon at the park with Kirk—a different park, slightly farther from her house than the one she’d been to with Shelly, which meant that Kirk was even more tired. But he still fetched the ball when she threw it, and she let him rest for a few minutes between each throw, with water to lap from a dish to reinvigorate himself.

She just couldn’t stand to be home, a reminder that she was supposed to be at roller-derby practice, even though it was dark and cold out. The park was lit, and her dog was here, and he loved her.

She missed Saturday’s practice, too. She wasn’t ready to face Shelly yet. Maybe she wouldn’t ever be. She hated going without roller derby, but what else could she do?

On Sunday, she managed to get herself up and out of the house. She’d been asked to help Megan move in with Gianna, and she wasn’t going to let her friends down. She didn’t know if Shelly had also been asked to help—she just had to hope she wouldn’t show.

She found Megan’s address—she’d never been to the house—and knocked awkwardly on the door. A slender, dark young man opened the door and stared at her. “Uh, I think I have the wrong address,” Gayle said, looking at her phone. “Do you know Megan Saxby?”

He shook his head and shut the door. Gayle groaned, walked over to the curb, and called Megan. “It’s Gayle. I’m not sure I’m at the right place.”

“Oh! I see you. I’ll be right down.” Gayle hung up when Megan did and looked around in confusion until a door a few feet of the right to the one she’d knocked on was flung open.

Megan leapt out and threw her arms around Gayle. Gayle hadn’t been braced for it and almost fell over—but roller derby had given her the ability to stay on her feet even if she wasn’t in skates. “Oof,” she said, patting Megan’s back. “What, am I the only person who’s actually going to carry anything?”

“Gianna’s here too,” Megan said, stepping back. “I just didn’t think you would show up, and I’m glad to see you. You haven’t been to the last couple of practices.”

Gayle looked down and swallowed. “Yeah, I—”

“Shelly told us,” Megan said, interrupting Gayle so she didn’t have to explain it. Gayle was grateful. “I think it sucks,” Megan continued. “You seemed really happy. Come on up, sorry.”

Gayle followed Megan up the narrow stairs. She hoped they didn’t have anything too big to carry down. When they reached the apartment, all she saw was boxes—but then she noticed the couch.

Gianna was sitting on it, but she got up and shook Gayle’s hand. “Hi, Gayle. I’d ask how you’ve been, but Megan filled me in.”

Gayle tried to smile, but it came out more like a grimace. She was burning with curiosity to know just what Shelly had said about her. What did Megan think? Had Shelly tried to spin the breakup as someone’s fault? Had she explained the real reason behind it?

But she didn’t want to ask, so she sucked in a breath and asked about the move instead. “So are we carrying everything down to our cars? What’s the logistics here?”

“Oh, no, don’t worry about that,” Gianna said, waving a hand. “My mom’s coming with a U-Haul. She should be here in ten or fifteen minutes, assuming she doesn’t get lost.”

“Oh.” Gayle looked around again, assessing the amount of stuff in the room. “Well, this should be no problem, except for getting the couch down the stairs.”

She was surprised and a little envious that Gianna’s family was so happy about her relationship with Megan that they would actually help with the move. Her own parents had limited their help, when she moved out, to making sure Kirk didn’t get in the way until she was ready to load him in the car. But she’d had less stuff than this.

“Want a couch, Gayle?” Megan said with a grimace. “I sold my bed, but couldn’t find anyone to take the couch. Gianna’s is nicer than mine.”

“And this will fit perfectly into the sewing room, babe, I keep telling you,” Gianna said.

Gayle felt a much stronger surge of envy when she saw Megan and Gianna put their arms around each other’s waists. They didn’t have a problem dating when they were on the same roller-derby team. They’d been perfectly professional with each other—well, except for the time after the first tournament match, when they’d made out in the locker room. But no one had begrudged them that. Everyone deserved their celebrations.

She forced a smile, hoping her fake smiles weren’t weirding her friends out. “No, thanks, I wouldn’t have anywhere to put a couch. My roommates already have one.”

“I guess we’ll have to live with it,” Megan said, just as Gianna’s phone rang.

Gianna snatched it up to her ear. “Mama, is that you? Are you outside? No, Mama, I told you…” She wandered off, into the bedroom, where her voice grew muffled.

Megan gave Gayle an awkward smile. “Are you doing okay? Do you think you’ll be back at practice soon?”

Gayle sighed. She couldn’t hold in the question anymore. “What exactly did she say?”

“Well, I probably don’t remember her words exactly, but she said the two of you had broken up and that you might not be back to practice this week. Um, there was something about it being too hard to stay together when one of you was the other’s boss, I think.”

Gayle nodded. Her throat was closing up, preventing words, but at least she wasn’t shedding tears. She’d had enough tears.

Megan put her hand on Gayle’s shoulder—companionably, like a roller-derby girl who’s completely comfortable with her teammate’s body and her own. “What’s going on, Gayle? It seems like there’s something fishy about all this. She wasn’t… how do I put this. She didn’t try to boss you around in the bedroom or anything?”

Gayle’s eyes widened and she shook her head quickly. “No, nothing like that.” Nothing except for exactly what she wanted, but Megan was asking if there were any problems with consent. “We pretty much forgot we were coach and teammate when we were alone. It’s… it was more complicated than that.” She almost sounded like she was accusing Shelly of lying, saying that wasn’t the reason it was hard to stay together. But then, she didn’t want to say anything bad about a teammate—and obviously Megan wasn’t the one who’d complained to Tara. She scrambled for better words, but Gianna was coming out of the bedroom.

“Yes, Mama, I’ll go downstairs, I’ll find you,” she said. “Megan, be right back.”

Megan snorted and waved as Gianna headed down the stairs. “The first time I met Gianna’s parents, her mom got lost walking down a one-way street. I don’t know why they rented a U-Haul to her. She’s probably driving it down an alley somewhere.”

Gayle was relieved at the subject change. “Well, they probably don’t ask for a personality profile when you’re renting a U-Haul.”

Gianna’s mom made it there eventually. For the next hour, Megan, Gianna, and Gayle carried boxes down the stairs, while Gianna’s mother—who was short, plump, and beautiful like her daughter, though her facial features were different—stood outside by the truck, smoking cigarettes.

They left the couch for last, because all the boxes were in the way, and it was hard enough to get down the stairs. They started with just two of them, Gayle at the low end to bear the weight, but ended up with all three of them maneuvering it. Megan slipped back and forth underneath it to push it one way or another with her long, strong arms. She complained the entire time.

After some discussion of logistics, Gayle ended up following the U-Haul in her empty car, while Gianna led their little convoy to her apartment. Thankfully, no one got lost, and the building had an elevator that the couch fit into.

Throughout the whole endeavor, Megan and Gianna kept snapping at each other, but then they would kiss—once they weren’t carrying furniture—and make up right away. Gayle was envious again. How had the two of them reached this point, that they could forgive each other so easily? That each understood the other’s problems?

Then she closed her eyes and looked away. The problems between Megan and Gianna, whatever they might be, were very different from the problems Gayle and Shelly had. Gayle wasn’t looking for a way to get Shelly back. She wouldn’t. She knew it wasn’t going to work that way.

They got the couch set up just where Gianna had said it would go, in her sewing room, and all the boxes arrayed in the living room and kitchen. Megan groaned at the prospect of unpacking them, but Gayle could tell she was happy.

Happy to be moving in with her girlfriend. What a concept.

Gianna kissed her mom goodbye, then turned to Gayle. “Thanks so much for your help. Do you want to join us in the traditional food of moving day, pizza? Our treat, of course.”

Gayle shook her head, a little sick at the prospect. “No thanks. I don’t want to be a third wheel.”

“Oh, you won’t be!” Megan rushed to assure her.

She managed to find a real smile this time. “The way you’ve been looking at Gianna’s ass proves otherwise.”

Megan’s cheeks went pink, and Gianna’s eyes lit up, her mouth erupting in a sly grin. Laughing, Gayle promised to be back to derby practice soon and made her escape.




Gayle didn’t much feel like going back to derby practice. She wasn’t ready to face Shelly with her broken heart. But while Kirk was enjoying the attention, playing with him wasn’t giving her the pleasant, invigorating exhaustion she always got after roller derby; her roommates were trying to be nice and inviting her out to do things, but spending time among strangers was the last thing she wanted to do.

Besides, she’d promised Megan she would come back to roller derby, and she would hate to let her friend down.

She drove this time, so that she could stay in her car until she saw a few other people going in at the same time. Tara and Mindy greeted her happily, and Gayle was glad to see them, but she felt bad for using them so that she didn’t have to go out of her way to either greet Shelly or avoid her.

Still, she couldn’t help seeing Shelly’s eyes dart to her when she walked in. Every time she glanced back at Shelly, her eyes were on Gayle—until she started to change her clothes.

Megan high-fived her when she arrived, and the others all greeted her cheerfully. Tiffany was the only one who seemed more surprised than happy to see Gayle back at practice, and she recovered quickly.

Once everyone was assembled and changed, Shelly led them in a cheer as usual, then quickly said, “Welcome back, Gayle. Everyone, ten regular laps, then meet back at the bench for weights. Today we’re doing skate squats. Should be fun.”

Squats on skates sounded both fun and terrible to Gayle, but she rolled onto the track with the crowd. Once she was moving again, she felt better. Her hair fluttered in the wind she created behind her—she needed to get it cut, but had been too depressed lately to do anything other than stay home, go to work and play with her dog. Still, it felt nice. Maybe she’d let it grow out, back into its natural curls.

Shelly was watching her again. Or maybe she was just watching Shelly so much she noticed every time Shelly glanced her way.

Anyway, Shelly was the team captain. She was probably just checking to make sure Gayle’s form hadn’t suffered too much while she was away from practice. Gayle straightened her shoulders and put on a burst of speed.

When Megan—almost always the fastest skater—rolled to a stop at the bench, Gayle realized she hadn’t counted her own laps at all. It was meant to be ten. Well, an extra lap or two wasn’t going to hurt her. She just kept skating until the last two others—Christy and Yesenia—were left on the track, then followed them back to the bench.

Shelly raised her eyebrows at them, but didn’t say anything. Gayle swallowed down guilt. It didn’t matter to her anymore whether she disappointed Shelly.

Except that it did.

And maybe if she didn’t want it to matter, she really should be off this team.

“All right, pick your weights, everybody,” Shelly said. She’d laid out the plates on the benches so that they could see each one. “And I don’t want to see anybody wussing out, all right? There should be plenty for everyone to choose from. Pick the heaviest weight you think you can deal with.”

“If I fall on my ass again, can I swap for a lighter weight?” Megan asked.

Everyone laughed, including Shelly, but she agreed to it.

As everyone surged forward, Gayle caught Tara’s shoulder. “Hey, Tara.”

Tara turned to her, full lips frowning. “Gayle?”

“Did you ever figure out the thing about going to a gym?”

Tara’s face relaxed. “No, not yet. I’m still waiting for a couple of them to get back to me—I think they’re all really busy right now, what with resolution season in full swing. Don’t worry, I’ll let everyone know when we have any decisions to make.”

Gayle forced a smile. “I figured. I just wanted to make sure I hadn’t missed anything while I was gone.” Had Tara thought she was going to ask something else?

By the time she and Tara got to the bench to pick out their plates, only some of the heaviest were left. Gayle didn’t mind. She might not weight train on a regular basis like Shelly and Tara did, but she did bodyweight exercises on an already pretty large body. And the more she had to focus on lifting the weight, the less she could worry about Shelly.

They all lined up with their weight plates in hand. Gayle looked at hers skeptically. She had her fingerless gloves on, which helped with her grip, but they were gloves meant for skating, not weightlifting. This was a heavier plate than the one she’d worked with last week, and she wasn’t sure she would be able to keep a good hold on it. This wasn’t what these plates were meant for.

Still, Shelly was enthusiastic about it, and that was almost enough to make Gayle think it was a good idea.

“Okay!” Shelly cried, holding her plate in front of her. “Everybody in position? Good. And down—and up—”

Gayle, Tara, and Shelly all managed to keep their grips on their plates, squat down, and stand up again, but they were almost the only ones who did. Gayle shot forward almost three feet as she stood up, unbalanced slightly, and tried to force herself upright with the weight in her hands. Only quick work with her toe stop kept her from crashing into the benches and falling over onto her face.

Megan had indeed fallen onto her ass again, dropping her weight plate with a clang. Mindy, Kristine, and Lisa had likewise dropped their plates. Tiffany was down on one knee, Leya was nearly doing the splits, and Helen had managed to fall flat on her back, still holding her plate over her chest.

“Everyone all right?” Shelly cried. “Helen, you’re not injured?”

“I’m fine,” Helen said, a bit out of breath. “But I don’t think weighted squats are very good for me.”

“They’re not good for the track, either,” Kristine said. “The owners aren’t going to be very happy with us. Especially if we continue.”

“Tara, help me collect the plates,” Shelly said. Her voice was low; she sounded defeated. Gayle looked at her, but couldn’t clearly see her face. “This was clearly a stupid idea.”

“Oh, it wasn’t stupid,” Mindy said. “It was fun. It just didn’t turn out so well.”

“How about some skate squats without weights?” Lisa suggested. “I’m not sure all of us even know how to do it.”

“Yeah,” Shelly said as she and Tara collected the plates and stacked them back on the benches. “That’s… yeah, good idea, Lisa. But let’s take a break first, all right? Give everyone’s bruises a few minutes.”

Gayle felt tongue-tied. She didn’t know whether to support Shelly and her idea or say what she was really thinking, which was that Shelly was right. It had been a stupid idea.

But it was good to try new things.

She went back to the locker room with most of the others for her break; she had a bottle of water and some candy in her bag. Megan sat down next to her on the bench. “You okay?” she asked softly.

Gayle shrugged, not sure if Megan was talking about physically or emotionally. “I guess. How’s your ass?”

“Oh, it’s had worse,” Megan said with a smirk. “But I wanted to pass along something from Gianna. She meant to suggest it on Sunday, but we were so busy she didn’t have a chance.”

Gayle took a gulp of water and braced herself. “What’s up?”

“She said that she’d talk to Janine about recruiting you if it’s too hard to be on this team with Shelly. You look like you’re doing okay today, but I wanted to mention it anyway.”

Well, that wasn’t so bad. Gayle nodded, staring at her gloves. “I was sort of thinking about talking to Janine. Maybe she could trade me for Gianna. We’re both good blockers, and you’d love to have Gianna on the same team as you, right?”

“I… well, maybe. So I’ll tell Gianna to go ahead and talk to Janine.”

“Yeah, that would be good. Thanks.”

The next part of practice was a lot more fun; they kept falling down doing the skate squats, but it was a lot funnier without the weights dragging them down. That also made it easier for Gayle to focus on her teammates—but it was hard getting glimpses of Shelly’s smiles and knowing they weren’t for her anymore.

It was even harder when she realized that Shelly’s smiles didn’t reach her eyes. She wasn’t having as good a time during this training as most of her teammates.

After they’d had enough of squats, they ran a few scrimmages. Shelly never put herself and Gayle on the track at the same time. Gayle was relieved, but had to wonder how Shelly was feeling about touching her now.

Gayle was aching and tired by the end of practice—the extra break between practices hadn’t done her any favors—so she didn’t realize how slowly she was moving until she looked up and saw that she was the only one left in the locker room.

Except for Shelly.

“I suck at this,” Shelly muttered, aggressively tying her sneakers as though she were tightening the laces on skates.

Gayle wondered if Shelly realized that she was in the room. Then she wondered if Shelly was talking about their relationship. Was she saying she sucked at breaking up? Everyone probably did.

Gayle didn’t want to answer. She didn’t know what the question was. So she stayed silent, reaching for her bag.

“I always thought it was what I was meant to do, you know?” Shelly continued, and Gayle was sure that she was actually talking to her now. But she had even less of an idea what the topic was than she had a moment ago. She lifted her bag, hooked it over her shoulder, and turned to face Shelly, still uncertain whether she should reply.

Shelly looked up at Gayle, hands flat on her thighs. “And it’s usually a lot of fun, right?”

Gayle stared back at her. Maybe she was talking about their relationship after all. But what did she mean when she said it was what she was meant to do? Date somebody?

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” Gayle finally managed. She didn’t want to insult Shelly by saying no, it wasn’t fun, if she’d been talking about their relationship. But she didn’t want to drop her pride and beg for her back, either.

Shelly blinked. “Roller derby.”

“Derby is always fun,” Gayle said, even more confused now. Was Shelly thinking of quitting roller derby? That didn’t make any sense at all.

If she did quit, maybe they could get back together…

She gritted her teeth and shoved away that line of thinking. They were broken up. People didn’t get back together after they’d broken up. This wasn’t another chance; it was just a conversation.

“I mean, me as captain,” Shelly said. “Training you guys.”

“I’ve always thought you were a great captain,” Gayle said honestly.

Shelly’s mouth curled into another smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Until this week, right?”

Gayle shook her head and dropped her bag onto the floor so she could focus on the conversation better. “I still think you’re a great captain. You, um… you work hard for the team.”

She’d been about to say that Shelly made sacrifices for the team, but she didn’t want to remind her about the breakup. Or assume that Shelly breaking up with her had been a sacrifice. The team had probably been more of a convenient excuse.

“But is working hard enough?”

“It’s what got me to the championship team,” Gayle said, even knowing that it was different than what Shelly was talking about.

Shelly’s smile widened, becoming more real. “Well, that and… I mean, I just think you’re really good.”

“Because you taught me how to play. And I worked really hard at it.” Gayle swallowed before she could explain that at least fifty percent of her motivation for working hard had been a desire to impress Shelly. That didn’t matter anymore.

But it had worked out. She loved derby, and she’d loved the championship games; maybe if she hadn’t had a crush on Shelly, she wouldn’t have gotten as far as she had. So maybe the crush had been worth it.

“Did I really teach you how to play?” Shelly asked.

“Yeah, of course you did,” Gayle said, but she wasn’t sure Shelly was listening. Her smile had faded, and her eyes seemed to be looking inward.

Suddenly, Shelly jumped to her feet and backed away, around the end of the bench, putting it between her and Gayle. Gayle took a deep breath. Of course she wanted to have some space between them.

“I’m sorry,” Shelly said quickly. “I shouldn’t have dumped all that on you. I forgot—I mean, I don’t want to… I shouldn’t dump it on any one person, especially not someone on my team. I should—maybe I’ll talk to David about it.”

Her shoulders slumped, and Gayle stared at her. Conflicting thoughts were going through her mind. Had Shelly forgotten they’d broken up? If so, maybe they did have a chance of getting back together. If ‘Gayle’ still equaled ‘girlfriend’ in her mind, then she might still have feelings for her. Or was she just using Gayle as a convenient placeholder for conversations?

Maybe that wasn’t what she’d meant at all.

On the other hand, Shelly looked really depressed to be thinking about David, and that couldn’t be good. They might be siblings, but they seemed close, and Gayle liked David, too. She hoped he wasn’t having a problem.

“Is David okay?” she asked carefully.

Shelly looked up quickly. “Oh, yeah, he’s great! I just don’t want to dump everything on him, either, you know? There’s always April. She’s a good listener.” She put on an attempt at a brave smile.

Gayle remembered how at Shelly’s birthday party she’d wondered whether Shelly and April were interested in each other, or even dating. Then it had turned out that Shelly had brought April there to meet Megan. Obviously, that hadn’t worked out, but maybe now it would develop into something more.

“That’s a good idea,” Gayle said. She bent and shouldered her bag again. “She seems very nice. I’ll see you on Thursday.”

“Yeah?” A genuine, if brief, smile appeared on Shelly’s face. “Great. See you then.”


Chapter 14




Gianna must have talked to Janine very quickly, because on Thursday, after practice, Megan told Gayle that Janine wanted her to come out the next day. She’d given her directions to where Rolling in the Street practiced, and now here she was. The team was doing laps, while Janine talked to Gayle.

“I wouldn’t mind at all having you on the team,” Janine said bluntly. “I know you’re a great blocker. But I don’t want to give up any of my blockers, even if Gianna does want to get traded. And I’m not sure that she does.”

“I understand that,” Gayle said quickly, feeling anxious—she wasn’t sure exactly what Janine wanted from her. “I’m not going to try to force you to do anything. I just want to look at my options.”

Janine nodded, making her short hair bounce. Her lips were in a thin line. Gayle had never seen her quite like this when they worked together on the all-star team—but maybe this was her team captain look. Shelly acted differently when she was in her captain role, too.

“I’ll give you more of a chance than I’d give a newbie,” Janine said. “But first I need to see you skate.”

Gayle raised her eyebrows. “You’ve seen me skate plenty of times. You were on the championship team with me.”

Janine nodded. “But that was a special situation. We were all working hard on short notice to integrate as a team. I want to see if you can work comfortably with this team.” She gestured with her arm out, indicating the group of Rolling in the Street players currently whizzing past them on skates.

Gayle took a deep breath and surveyed the players. It was strange to see most of them as teammates. Janine, Gianna, and the pirate sisters (as they preferred to be known) had all been on the Sisterly Love All-Stars with her, but the others… she’d only seen them when Monstrous Regiment was playing a match against Rolling in the Street.

“It’s not like I would ask you to let me on the team without giving me time to try out,” she said. “Do you just want me to join in on the practice? Like everyone else?”

“For now,” Janine said.

“All right, then,” Gayle said, and skated onto the track. She felt clumsy at first, trying to get up to speed and join the pack, but the pirate sisters greeted her with smiles and quiet cheers, welcoming her in, and she started to relax.

After the normal laps, Janine started to put obstacles on the track that they had to either jump over or skate around. Gayle didn’t have a problem with that, of course. So far, Janine’s training wasn’t any harder than Shelly’s—but of course, it was no surprise that they were similar, since Rolling in the Street had come a few months ago to watch a Monstrous Regiment practice.

They moved into scrimmages then, and while no one questioned Janine, it was obvious that a few of the players were uncomfortable having a stranger on the team. One of the blockers kept grabbing Gayle in ways that would have gotten her penalties if they’d had a ref.

But she was determined not to complain. That would just show that she didn’t belong there.

She noticed that Janine never put her on the same side as herself, Gianna, Mary, or Grace in a scrimmage. Of course, Gayle had played with them before. Janine wanted her to show her chops. Give her a challenge.

Or so she hoped. She didn’t understand Janine’s mind the way she did Shelly’s.

Finally, Janine signaled for a break, and Gayle headed gratefully for her bottle of water. She felt as though she’d sweated twice as much tonight as during an ordinary practice.

And she wasn’t sure if joining a different team would really help with her problem. She still couldn’t stop thinking about Shelly.

So when she saw David walking past the locker room, because he looked so much like Shelly, she thought she was imagining things. But then he stopped in his tracks and looked at her, and she stared back, and it was definitely him.

“Hi, David,” she said, walking back out into the hall. She smiled to show that she was happy to see him even though she was confused. “What are you doing here?”

Had he come looking for her? Shelly had said she would talk to him—but had the conversation included anything about her relationship with Gayle?

“I’m here to check the track,” he said, smiling but with his eyebrows pulled together in the middle—maybe he was as confused to see her as she was to see him. “The league wants to make sure that all the tracks for next season’s games are regulation, and since I’m the newbie, they have me out doing it.” He showed a tape measure in his hand. “I thought the team here today was Rolling in the Street—I talked to Janine about it.”

Gayle nodded. No wonder he was confused. “I’m trying out for the team. I, um, I assume Shelly told you what happened.”

He rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, she told me you broke up. I’m sorry to hear it.”

Gayle looked away. She didn’t want to know whether he was being genuine or just nice. “Yeah, well, I thought it might be easier to join another team.”

“I thought her whole thing was that she wanted you to be able to stay on the team.”

Gayle shrugged. “Maybe. But I don’t know if it’s working out. It’s really hard to see her there.”

“I guess it would be. Huh.” When she looked at him, he was chewing on his lower lip. “Maybe this is interfering in my sister’s relationship too much, and she hasn’t actually told me this, but I have the feeling she wants you to beg her to take you back.”

That startled Gayle so much she almost lost her balance on her skates. She took hold of the doorway and swigged her water. “Like in a romantic comedy? I don’t think so. I prefer to take people at their word.”

He smiled. “Well, if she gives me the chance, I’ll pass that on. But if you do want to get back together with her… that might be your way in.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

David sighed and looked down. “I want my sister to be happy, and I think she was happier when she was with you. I mean, she’s been saying her problem is that she’s not a very good team captain, but I’m not sure that’s really what she means.”

Gayle frowned. “She was saying something about that to me, too. Why do you think that’s not her actual problem?”

“Well, she’s so much like Granny. Granny was always in charge of everything—the family, church stuff, whatever social situation she found herself in. She taught Shelly to be the same way.”

“So that’s where she gets it from. She’s always been a great team captain.” Maybe not so much recently—but that could just be that Shelly was doubting herself, if she was doubting herself.

Was she doubting herself because she had dated Gayle despite thinking it wasn’t the right thing to do as team captain?

If that was the case, then Gayle definitely had to stay away from her. She didn’t want to reinforce Shelly’s self-doubt.

“I’m glad to hear you say that,” David said, lifting his tape measure again. “I’d better get going while you guys are on break. Good to run into you, Gayle.”

“Yeah, you, too.” Gayle frowned, watching David go. Those two seemed to interfere in each other’s lives a lot—Shelly had pushed David to get into roller derby, and now David was trying to make her relationship work better.

But maybe that was just what close siblings did for each other. She wouldn’t know.

Either way, she wasn’t going to go crawling and begging back to Shelly. Even if she hadn’t had too much pride for that, what she’d told David was true—she preferred to take people at their word. If Shelly wanted to get back together, she would have to say something.

Unless she’d deliberately sent David, and that was her idea of saying something…

No, that didn’t make any sense. Shelly wasn’t subtle like that, and Gayle didn’t think David would consent to being used. He was just trying to make life better for his sister, like he said. She should take him at his word, as well.

She felt a hand come down heavily on her shoulder and turned, startled. Janine was grinning at her, teeth white in her dark face. “Ready to get back out there, Gayle?”

She took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure that she was. “I think David might still be out there measuring things.”

“What? The guy from admin? You know him?”

“Yeah, he’s Shelly’s little brother.”

“Go tell him to hurry up, then, would you?”

“Uh… I’d rather not.” Her eyes scanned the room for someone who might know David, but even though she felt that Gianna should know him, she wasn’t sure they’d ever met. “It’s awkward, you know.”

“Fine, I’ll go. I’ll see you back out there, though. I think you’ll fit in fine with the team.”

Gayle nodded and turned away.




Gayle was tired the next morning, but she dragged herself to Monstrous Regiment’s derby practice anyway. She didn’t want to miss practice just because she’d tried out for someone else’s team… and she wasn’t sure she really could leave.

Janine had told her that she wasn’t going to kick anyone off, but she would let the rest of Rolling in the Street know that if they’d like to be traded to another team, she was ready to make the process happen. Gayle had asked her to wait. Despite what Janine—and Gianna, Mary, and Grace—were telling her, she just didn’t think the other team was for her.

Monstrous Regiment was her family. The Sisterly Love All-Stars had felt like a family, too, but that had been temporary—and like Janine said, an intense, special circumstance. Switching regular season teams would be a huge change.

When she walked into the locker room and saw Shelly, even with her back turned and her shirt off, Gayle felt that her heart was being squeezed. But she didn’t think she could leave.

Despite everything, she still loved Shelly. And maybe it was something wrong in her brain, maybe she just didn’t know how to let go of someone who had shown her some reciprocation, but she didn’t want to be away from Shelly no matter how much it hurt. If this was all she was getting, just being on the same team, it was enough.

“Gayle!”

Startled, she turned to see Tiffany grinning at her—just in time to brace herself for a tight, one-armed hug. “Glad to see you back,” Tiffany said, then dropped her voice. “I heard you were trying out for another team.”

“I was thinking about it,” Gayle admitted. “But I’m not sure it’s for me. I’d rather stick with you guys. You’re like family, you know?”

“I do know,” Tiffany said. Her cheeks were pink. Had she been working out already? “I’m glad you’re back,” she repeated.

“Well, thanks.” Gayle smiled, though she felt a little uncomfortable at Tiffany’s enthusiasm. They were friends and family, of course, like the rest of the team, but she and Tiffany had never been close to each other specifically. And it wasn’t like Gayle had been away. Had Tiffany really been that afraid to lose her to another team? It was upsetting when people left, but this would hardly be the first time. If nobody ever left a roller derby team, nobody would ever be able to join.

Then again, that was logic, and this was derby. Gayle would be upset to have anyone leave the team, too..

Tiffany got out of Gayle’s way so she could get ready. Still lost in thought, Gayle changed slowly, trying to remember whether Tiffany had been on the team for longer than Gayle or not. No, she’d only joined last year, so Gayle had always been in Monstrous Regiment from her perspective. Except for when Gayle, Megan, and Leya had been out for the tournament—but Monstrous Regiment hadn’t played any matches without the three of them.

Still, it wasn’t like it was the first time the team had changed with Tiffany on it. Last spring they’d had a player, Lillian Dish, who’d left the team to move to Oregon. Christy had replaced her. But maybe Tiffany had never gotten to know Lillian.

Gayle shook her head at herself as she got her skates on. She was overthinking this. Whatever Tiffany’s problem was, she’d feel better after a good, tiring practice.

And it was a good practice—Shelly didn’t have them doing any extra exercises, just some hard skating and scrimmages. Gayle and Tiffany were on the same side of a scrimmage; they won, and Tiffany gave Gayle another hard hug. Maybe she wasn’t getting over it.

At the end of the practice, Tara got them all together to announce that she had a possible deal with one of the gyms nearby—ten dollars a month for each of them if they only came in once a week to use weights. “They need at least ten of us to make it work, so think about it,” she said. “I’m going to see if I can take this deal to some of the other gyms and get them to compete with it. But if not, next week, be prepared to head over there and sign the deal, if enough of us are in.”

Gayle nodded. “I’m in,” she said, and a few others echoed her. She’d never bothered to join a gym since moving to the city, since she got plenty of cardio and she had her morning fitness routine, but she wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to get fitter and stronger on the cheap with her team.

Especially if Shelly joined in.

She was looking at Shelly to see if she was joining in when the rest of the team started to head back to the lockers, so she noticed that Tiffany rolled up to Shelly and said something quietly to her. “Of course,” Shelly replied, quietly enough that Gayle was half reading her lips. “Right now?” Tiffany nodded, and they skated off together.

Resisting the urge to be nosy, Gayle followed the team to the locker room. She did wonder whether Tiffany was going to talk to Shelly about her.

But it wasn’t her business.

Megan nudged Gayle as she sat down to take her skates off. “How did trying out for Rolling in the Street go?”

Gayle shrugged. “It was fine, I suppose. I don’t know. Janine thought I fit in well, but I hate to kick anybody out. And I don’t think I can leave this team.”

“You sure? I don’t want you to… I mean,” Megan leaned closer and lowered her voice almost to a whisper. “I know how hard it can be to leave bad situations. I don’t want you to be stuck here if it’s hurting you.”

Gayle took a deep breath and smiled at Megan. “I appreciate the help, but I’m all right. Neither option is really good, but I can’t leave derby, and I think staying here is better in the long run.”

Megan grinned. “Well, obviously leaving derby isn’t an option. Let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

“Of course. Thank you.”

By the time they’d finished chatting, Tiffany and Shelly had returned. Shelly was smiling and said something cheerful to Lisa, but Gayle thought she had some tension in her shoulders. Tiffany was obviously unhappy—her mouth was drawn in a tight line and her eyes actually looked red.

What on earth had they been talking about?

But if they didn’t want to tell anyone, then it wasn’t Gayle’s business to pry. She just hoped it didn’t mess with the team. They’d had enough problems lately.

Still, she couldn’t stop watching Shelly until she left the room.


Chapter 15




Practices for the next week were strained. Tiffany wasn’t acting so weird anymore, but Shelly seemed down; she was quiet, and she was no longer coming up with weird new things for them to try. She didn’t even pick the teams for the scrimmages, but let them work it out themselves, which just caused more chaos (though chaos was fun).

Gayle would have thought she was the only one who noticed, but she overheard Tara saying something to Lisa about it, and later, Megan said that she, Helen, and Mindy had been wondering about why Shelly was so quiet. She asked if Gayle had any idea why.

“She was saying something about not being a very good captain a couple weeks ago,” Gayle said. She shook her head. “But she can’t really believe that, right?”

“Of course not,” Megan said, but her eyebrows were drawn together. “She’s a great captain. But I hope it’s not stressing her out.”

“Yeah, I don’t know,” Gayle said. She was uncomfortable adding any speculation of her own to David’s, but if Shelly was trying to be like her granny—which it seemed like she always was—and Granny had been a leader, then doubting her own leadership would be difficult for Shelly.

But she had no idea if that was the actual problem. Maybe Shelly was just not getting enough sleep. Between roller derby and her day job, sleep would be all too easy to miss.

She wanted to ask, but it wasn’t her place. She wasn’t Shelly’s girlfriend anymore, and any questions would probably just make Shelly feel annoyed. She thought about urging someone else to ask, but Megan would never ask such a question directly, and if Gayle came to anyone else with the idea, she would just feel like she was meddling in Shelly’s life.

The next Saturday morning practice, Shelly asked them all to sit down once they were dressed. She said she had two announcements. “First, Tara, go ahead,” she said, sitting down with the others and gesturing for the tall blocker to stand up.

Tara grinned, standing and waving a piece of paper. “I actually got the gym down a little more—it’s still ten bucks if ten to thirteen of us sign up, or eight bucks each if all fourteen of us go for it. What do you think? Raise your hand if you’re in.”

Gayle raised her hand quickly and looked around—either one was a great deal. She looked around and was slightly disappointed: only ten other hands were raised.

“Kristine, you don’t want to join in?” Tara asked.

“My gym is much more convenient,” Kristine said with a frown.

“Yeah, but we’re all going together to this one,” Tara said. “Except, uh, you and Shelly. What’s up, Shelly? I thought you liked the idea.”

“I already pay a lot for the membership I like at another gym,” Shelly said. She wasn’t looking at any of them. “I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

“I didn’t give them any kind of time agreement,” Tara said. “We can just do it for one month, and then, if people don’t like it, they can leave. I figure we’re only doing this for three or four months anyway, since our time slot is seven to nine PM on Saturdays—by the summer we’ll have a game every night at that time.”

“Come on, Shelly,” Mindy said. “You’re our team captain, you have to join in.”

Shelly sighed. “Yeah, I suppose. I might as well, if we can do it for just a month.”

“Kristine?” Tara asked, grinning.

Kristine gave a huge sigh, but she was smiling, too. “All right, I’m in. But I have to owe you—I don’t have the cash on me.”

“That’s fine, I trust you,” Tara said. “I’ll just collect everyone else’s money and get your names written down. We’ll all meet there tonight at seven.”

A few people gave their money to Tara and got up and started to skate. In the excitement, Gayle realized that they’d forgotten there was supposed to be a second announcement. She was itching to get her skates moving, too, but she didn’t want Shelly’s announcement to get lost.

She leaned over and poked Megan. “Hey, speedster. Go round everybody up for the second announcement.”

“Hey!” Megan rubbed her arm. “Why me?”

“Shelly doesn’t seem likely to do it,” Gayle said, dropping her voice low—Shelly was staring off into space. “And you’re the fastest.” Leya Out might be faster, at least some of the time, but she didn’t like talking. Megan, on the other hand, practically thrived on it.

“Oh, this is ridiculous, we don’t need two announcements,” Megan said, but she was up and skating after the four on the track. “Hey!” Gayle could hear her shout as she caught up to them.

When they all reached the bench again, they sat down; Tara was just finishing up, and all eyes turned to Shelly again. They sat for a moment in quiet, and Gayle thought someone was going to have to poke Shelly, too, to make her get up, but then she sighed and stood.

“This has been a hard decision,” she said. “But I’ve thought about it for a long time, and I’m pretty sure I’m doing what’s best for the team.”

Whispers rattled among the thirteen women seated on the benches. Gayle said nothing, just sat up straight and stared at Shelly. She felt sick to her stomach. Was she about to get kicked off the team? Surely Shelly would have said something to her before making an announcement in front of the whole team.

Shelly took a deep breath and stared straight ahead—looking at the wall, over all of their heads, instead of at any one person. “I’m stepping down as team captain.”

The reaction was immediate: almost all thirteen of them let out cries of disbelief. Gayle continued to say nothing and stare at Shelly. For once, she was gazing at her without thinking about how much she’d like to get close to her, hold her, make love to her. She was just thinking about what David had said, and what Shelly’s family had all said at the dinner table. Did Shelly really think she was letting her granny down?

Shelly was saying something, something about not arguing, but she couldn’t make herself heard. People were talking. Tiffany was saying “You can’t,” over and over again, her face white. What had she said to Shelly last week, Gayle found herself wondering again?

Finally Shelly held up a hand, and the team fell quiet again. Gayle couldn’t help thinking that her ability to quiet thirteen roller-derby girls was pretty strong evidence of her abilities as team captain.

“I don’t want to argue,” she said firmly. “And I’m not going to go into why. You guys are going to have to pick a new team captain, and I’ll tell her one of my reasons, because it’s something she’s going to have to deal with. And I’m definitely not leaving the team, so don’t worry about that. I’m just going to focus on playing, not leading.” She smiled, but her smile looked strained.

The team broke out in mutters again. “Did you know anything about this?” Helen asked, leaning over to talk quietly to Gayle.

Gayle shook her head, but she couldn’t say anything. It would be a lie to say she knew absolutely nothing, but she certainly hadn’t expected Shelly to step down. Why would she think this was best for the team?

It wasn’t like they had no one else who would make a good captain, of course—Lisa and Tara were Gayle’s first choices. But she just couldn’t believe that any of them would be as good as Shelly.

“You’re going to lead this practice, though, right?” Tara called over the crowd.

“I don’t—” Shelly started, rubbing her hand over her face. She was shouted over, several people at once asking her to at least set up the exercises for them.

“All right,” she finally said with a thin smile. “Ten laps, then a break and I’ll set up some obstacles. But you guys will have to pick your own teams for scrimmages, unless someone wants to take that over right away. And think about whether you want to be captain and who you would like to see. We can vote or just talk about it and come to an agreement together. Whatever works best.”

After a moment in which everyone was quiet, Shelly turned and began to skate. The others got up slowly, a few at a time, and started following her. Apparently, it was time for their laps.

It was an unusually quiet practice. Gayle would have thought that everyone would be talking about what had just happened, but maybe they all had the same thought she did—if Shelly wasn’t going to tell them why she was stepping down, then there was no point in speculating. They respected Shelly’s decision, even if they didn’t like it.

Gayle couldn’t help watching Shelly as they skated their laps; she even found herself slowing or speeding up in order to stay just a few feet behind Shelly. The first time she realized she was doing it, she swore under her breath and sped up to pass, but the second time, she just went with it. She couldn’t talk to Shelly—she less than anyone else—so all she could do was think.

What she really wanted to do was talk to Shelly, get her reasons, and then be able to support her more enthusiastically if she agreed. If she disagreed, Gayle thought she could talk Shelly out of it. Or at least pass it on to other people, so they could talk her out of it.

There couldn’t be good reasons to abandon the team.

But she wasn’t abandoning them—she was just rejoining them as an ordinary player, not their leader. Maybe it was the best thing for the team. After all, Gayle had never led—what would she know?

Her thoughts were interrupted by Helen skating up to her and talking quietly to her again. “Gayle, if you’re interested in being the new captain, I’ll support you.”

The suggestion startled Gayle so much her skate stuttered on the track and she had to hop and spin to rebalance herself. She looked at Helen, who’d kept pace with her, and shook her head. “No way. I definitely couldn’t handle it. Why me?”

Helen shrugged. “You were on the all-star team. You’ve been with us longer than Megan, and obviously Leya isn’t going to want to be team captain.”

“That’s true,” Gayle said. “But I don’t think playing ability is the top criteria here.”

“It is if you can teach us all to be as good as you.” Helen grinned.

“Hey, you almost made it onto the team, and I bet you will next year if they do open tryouts again. Anyway, Shelly taught me to skate, if anyone. So I think being a good teacher is a more important skill. Megan would be better than me, if she’s interested.”

Helen pursed her lips and nodded. “Maybe I’ll ask her. Or maybe it’s just better to see who wants it. It will be easier if just one person is interested.”

“That would be best,” Gayle agreed. She didn’t think the team would really fight about who should be captain, but she wasn’t sure about that. If two different people wanted it, and they managed to gather supporters…

As she skated past the door to the hall where the locker rooms and bathrooms were, she saw Tiffany enter, looking very pale. Was she sick? Maybe that was why she’d been so upset earlier.

Or maybe she blamed herself for Shelly stepping down, and was so guilty over it that she was making herself sick.

But if Tiffany and Shelly were both staying mum about it, Gayle wasn’t going to pry.

Shelly set up obstacles for them, and Gayle skated the course three times, until she could jump the traffic cones without wobbling on the landing. Then she went for her water bottle, which felt strange. Usually, Shelly told them when they’d skated the course enough times and had the whole team take a break at the same time, but Gayle could see Helen, Megan, and a few others still going through the obstacle course.

They similarly wandered back onto the track and started organizing themselves into scrimmages at whatever time they felt like they were ready. Gayle felt uncertain and strange about it; she let others sort out the scrimmage team and went where she was directed.

The practice felt like it was moving much more slowly than usual, and it was less focused. Usually, Shelly told them what to work on. Today, she was focusing only on herself.

It wasn’t bad, but Gayle didn’t think that they were going to have the excellent record they’d had last season if they continued the whole season this way. She hoped someone would step forward as their new captain soon.

Or someone would convince Shelly to change her mind—but that someone wasn’t going to be her.


Chapter 16




After practice, Gayle went home for lunch and to walk Kirk, even though she knew it would only be a few hours before she had to go back out and lift weights. She was looking forward to that, but she needed to get some time at home to do her usual things, too. She was still using her freelance writing as an excellent way to distract herself from Shelly.

When she got online, she found another distraction waiting to present itself. Someone on the dating site she used was messaging her. Curious, Gayle clicked over to the girl’s profile.

She was a mixed martial artist—not tall, but muscular, tight and compact. She had blonde hair in a ponytail and wrote that she loved to spend her free time mentoring other fighters. In her day job, she worked security.

Gayle took a deep breath and tried to work away the lump that had appeared in her throat. No, she was not going to be meeting this lovely lady for a date. Unless her personality was very different, everything she did or said would just remind Gayle of Shelly. And that was bad for any relationship, even the single-night kind.

Her mind flashed back to the tattooed girl she’d invited over, then ended up rejecting. Val. She’d seen that Gayle had someone else on her mind, and hoped that whoever it was learned to treat Gayle right. That wasn’t the problem… or at least Gayle hadn’t thought so at the time.

How did Gayle want to be treated?

Not like this. Not just like anyone else. But if it was all she was going to get, she had to take it, right?

She slid down to the floor—she didn’t have to make any more gesture than that to have Kirk come over and rest his head on her lap. She stroked his long, silky fur. She knew she would be all right. All she needed was her work, her dog, and roller derby. She had all the love she could handle. She didn’t need a girlfriend.

She just needed Shelly.




Gayle arrived at the gym at five minutes to seven, looked around, and was immediately assailed by a wave of anxiety. She didn’t see any of the other roller-derby girls. Was she too early? Was she in the wrong place? Tara hadn’t said whether they needed to get ID cards or sign in or anything.

And she was going to have to face Shelly, but not touch her, for the second time today.

She almost turned around and ran away, but a perky girl—okay, she was about Gayle’s age, but she was short and slim, and her glittery eye makeup made her look younger—bounced up to her from the front desk. “Hi! Are you interested in signing up for a gym membership? Or maybe you’d like a trial pass? You can do three days free, and—”

“Gayle!”

Gayle turned with relief to see Tara waving at her from a doorway. “Actually, I’m, uh, my group is here,” Gayle said, pointing toward Tara.

“Oh! You’re with the roller-derby team! That’s great.” The perky girl bounced back behind the desk without changing her expression one iota. “Can I get your name?”

“Gayle Bowers.”

“Okay, fantastic. Stand there for just a moment?” There was a flash and Gayle blinked in uncomfortable surprise. She hadn’t expected to have her picture taken.

The girl held out a piece of paper. “Here’s your temporary pass. Before you leave today, stop back at the desk for your official pass. Since you guys are getting special passes, they take a little longer, okay?”

“Uh, okay,” Gayle said, taking the pass—it was just a piece of paper with her name and a metal clip to attach it to her shirt—without touching the girl’s fingers. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome! You have a great time now!”

Gayle escaped before she could be forced into any more small talk, walking quickly across the floor toward Tara. Tara reached out and practically scooped her up, putting one arm around her shoulders in a tight hug and pulling her through the doorway. Gayle took a deep, relieved breath. She hated talking to strangers, but her team always helped. And Tara—whose height and bulk helped her live up to her derby name, Tower of Tara—was one of the few who could physically protect Gayle against the outside world.

“You okay?” Tara whispered without letting Gayle go.

Gayle nodded. “I’m good. Thanks.”

Tara released her and Gayle saw a large, long weight room, mirrors running up and down the long sides and racked weights of all shapes and sizes scattered throughout. The only other derby girl there was Leya. She waved at Gayle, and Gayle waved back.

“You probably lift already, so you don’t need help with this stuff,” Tara said, looking Gayle up and down. “But if you need any help, I’m available. One of the drawbacks to our weird arrangement is that the employees aren’t allowed to spot us or anything.”

“It’s been a while since I used any real weights, actually,” Gayle said, turning to survey the room again. She could see the squat rack—she’d start there, since she remembered how to use it. “So I’ll let you know. Thanks.”

Tara nodded. “And, just so you know, I’m going to be putting myself in for the team captain slot.”

“Really?” Gayle said. She was taken aback by Tara’s bald statement, but tried not to show it. “I do think you’d be a good choice.”

Tara smiled. “So you’ll support me?”

Gayle grinned at her. “Well, I don’t know. I’ll have to see who else is interested. I’m surprised you decided so quickly.”

What she really wanted to say was that she couldn’t believe anyone was making decisions about whether they wanted to be team captain or not, since Shelly had only told them that morning. But maybe no one else was hoping that Shelly would change her mind. Or at least, those who wanted the role weren’t hoping that.

“I’d actually been wanting more of a leadership role for a long time,” Tara said. “I was even in touch with other teams to see if any of them needed a new captain—I was thinking about switching just to do it. But this would be a lot better. Stick with my Monsters and fill a need at the same time.”

“Huh. Well, I’d definitely rather have you as team captain than have you leave. But if, say, Megan wants to be team captain, I might have to support her instead.”

Gayle said that just because Megan—accompanied, somewhat to her surprise, by Gianna—was coming through the door just as she spoke, and they all knew there was no way Megan wanted to lead. Megan raised her eyebrows, made an extremely rude noise and hand gesture, and turned to Tara.

Laughing, Gayle headed for the squat bar, but the room was still quiet enough that she could hear Megan telling Tara that Gianna had wanted to come along just to see if they would let her join in. The gym had been fine with it, and Tara said it was okay with her, but she wanted to keep the numbers limited.

The others trickled in—Gayle looked away and added more weight to her squat bar when she saw Shelly come in—and soon the room was almost as noisy as the track just before a bout. The room didn’t echo and bounce the noise as efficiently as a skating rink did, but it wasn’t exactly noise-dampening, either.

Gayle was actually fairly impressed with Tara during the weight training session. No one seemed to have a specific weight circuit planned, but Tara kept circling the room—in between sets—talking to people, spotting them, or giving them advice. Gayle was pretty sure that Shelly would have been doing the same thing if she were still captain, but instead, she was keeping to herself and letting Tara take the lead.

No one else said anything to Gayle about being team captain, but neither Tara nor Shelly pushed the issue. Gayle thought they would be better off if they took some time to think about it. They could all get used to the idea of Shelly not being their leader and see the team in a new way.

Either that, or Shelly could realize it was absurd for her to not be team captain and everything could go back to the way it was supposed to be.

But Gayle knew that almost never happened.


Chapter 17




Gayle was enjoying the unaccustomed strain to her muscles, so she found herself one of the last ones still in the weight room. It was her and Shelly, Tara, and Deirdre, then her and Shelly and Deirdre… then just her and Shelly.

She glanced over and almost dropped the weight she was bench-pressing right onto her chest. She knew she should be having someone spot her, so she lifted one last time and then carefully racked the weight before sitting up.

Shelly was only a few feet away. They could talk in a perfectly normal tone of voice. If Gayle had anything to say.

She checked the clock. It was after nine, but the gym seemed to be fairly empty. No one was coming to kick them out.

“I think,” she said carefully, “that Tara will be a good team captain.”

Shelly raised dumbbells above her head and smiled. “Yeah, she’d be an excellent pick. I’m hoping there won’t be any fighting over it.”

Gayle watched Shelly’s face with some astonishment. Even though she was doing a fairly challenging triceps workout, her face had actually relaxed as she answered Gayle’s comment. Usually, there were faint (and attractive) laugh lines around her eyes—but at the moment, even those were gone.

“You really do want to stop being captain,” she said. “Is it stressing you out?”

Shelly sighed and set down the dumbbells before turning to Gayle. “Yeah, it has been. A lot of things have piled up, and… I just don’t think I’m the right person for the job.”

“You’ve been an amazing captain. It’s going to be really tough without you, and I don’t know if the team will be as good.”

“You’ll manage. You’re all great players.” Shelly looked down at the carpet. “And it’s not like I’m leaving, right?”

“That is important. We’re like a family here. I know we should be okay with people leaving to do other things, but… I hate the idea.”

Shelly looked up. “So you’re not trading to another team?”

Gayle took a deep breath and made herself hold Shelly’s gaze. “No. I thought about it, but I just can’t do it. The all-star team was really fun, but I’m not ready to make a permanent change like that.”

Shelly’s shoulders relaxed. “Good. If, after all this, you’d still left us… it would have felt like a waste.”

Gayle frowned and stood up to take a step toward Shelly. She couldn’t just let that comment go. “What do you mean? What would have felt like a waste? You aren’t stepping down as captain because of me, are you?”

“Shit.” Shelly braced her hands against the bench and looked up at Gayle. “You won’t believe me if I just say no, will you?”

Gayle shook her head. “I don’t like it when people hide things from me. Especially if they’re about me.”

Shelly took a deep breath. “Okay, I promised not to tell anyone except the new team captain, but you’re right. You deserve to know. Tiffany talked to me last week.”

“She’s the one who didn’t like that the team captain was dating a player.” Gayle’s stomach seemed to drop into her feet as she said it. The answer seemed so obvious now—she couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. Maybe she had, and she just hadn’t wanted to believe it. As though anyone else would have been better.

“That’s what she said. But it turns out Tara had told her that if she didn’t like it, you might be off the team, and she said it to spite you. She thought it was a way to get rid of someone who’d been one of the all-stars and show herself to better advantage.”

Gayle’s heart plummeted, following her stomach. She turned away so Shelly wouldn’t see the tears gathering in her eyes. “So it was just an excuse.” Just as she’d feared. Shelly wanted to end it without confessing that she’d never cared for Gayle as much as Gayle cared for her.

“But she changed her mind. She said when you actually left, she missed you.”

“That doesn’t matter.” How was it even relevant?

“If you hate her now, I can’t blame you. I don’t know how to deal with her. That’s one of the reasons I decided to step down. She lied to mess up the team, but I’m too involved in her lie to feel that I can be fair punishing her.”

“What, you’re afraid you won’t be able to punish her as much as she deserves?” Gayle turned to face Shelly again even though she could feel the tears almost ready to fall. Her throat was constricted, anyway; Shelly would be able to hear how choked up her voice was.

“As team captain,” Shelly said, her voice tight, “I’m afraid I’ll be too harsh. As a friend, I can be however pissed at her I want, but her punishment in the team has to be proportional what she’s done. And I just don’t know if I can figure out what the right punishment is. I’m too close to the problem.”

“Right,” Gayle said, all her anger and heartbreak and resentment bubbling out in flat sarcasm. “It’s all about what she did to the team. Not what she did to us, because ‘us’ doesn’t matter.”

Shelly jumped to her feet. “That isn’t what I mean at all!”

“You don’t have to hide it anymore,” Gayle said. “I knew it was too good to be true.” She turned away again. Where had she left her coat and bag? Over there, by the door. She took a step.

She was halted by Shelly’s hand closing around her upper arm, her grip like iron. “No, I need you to listen to me,” Shelly said. “I can’t be Tiffany’s friend anymore. I can’t stand to be around her after what she did. But her intent wasn’t to break us up, it was to hurt the team.”

“Does it matter what her intent was?” Gayle turned to face Shelly, but Shelly didn’t let go. Her grip might be tight, but the warmth of her touch still flooded through Gayle, making it hard to think. All she wanted to do was throw her arms around Shelly and never let go. She bit her lip to help herself concentrate. “You used what she said to end our relationship.”

“And I guess that was for the best, wasn’t it?” Shelly cried, pushing away from Gayle’s arm so hard that Gayle would have rocked backward if she hadn’t been so steady on her feet from roller derby.

“What you wanted,” Gayle started, but Shelly interrupted her.

“I thought you would do something. Say something. Try. But you just gave up.”

Gayle frowned at Shelly, noticing that the lines around her eyes were back with a vengeance. “What was I supposed to do?”

Shelly lifted her hands, then let them drop helplessly. “Tell me we’d come up with another way. Say you weren’t leaving me. Tell me you’d rather quit roller derby than break up with me.”

“That would be a lie.” The words felt dragged from Gayle’s throat, harsh and true.

Shelly looked down and crossed her arms over her chest. “I know, and I would’ve known then, too. But it would have felt good.”

“You wanted me to lie to you to make you feel better when you’d just broken up with me?” Gayle snorted. “I love you, Shelly, but I don’t love you more than integrity. Or roller derby.”

Shelly looked up at her quickly. “Was that present tense?”

Gayle covered her eyes with her hands. She no longer felt like crying, but she was shaking all over, and she didn’t think she could blame muscle tiredness. “It doesn’t matter, does it? I’m still not soothing your ego.”

“It’s not about my ego!” Shelly grabbed Gayle’s wrist and pulled it down, forcing eye contact. Gayle sucked in a breath and found herself wishing that Shelly would never let go.

“I just thought…” Shelly glanced down at where she was holding Gayle’s arm and released her quickly. Swallowing a lump in her throat, Gayle took a step back, holding her arm against herself.

“What did you think?” Gayle prompted her.

“I thought this relationship really meant something for you. I thought you would fight for it.”

“I would have! You’re the one who said we should break up.”

“And you just…” Shelly’s shoulders sagged. “Of course you believed me.”

“I wouldn’t l—like you so much if I thought you were a liar.” Even stopping herself from saying ‘love’ was painful to Gayle. It felt like a lie even though there was nothing false in saying she liked Shelly. Tears pricked her eyes again.

“I make everyone believe me,” Shelly said bitterly. “This is why I can’t be team captain anymore.”

Gayle raised her eyebrows. “You really think this is about you being team captain?”

“It is about me, right? It’s about us, and the way I am, the way I’ve been, and I can’t separate that from our relationship. Even if I never—if we don’t get back together, I don’t want to alienate people the way Granny did.”

Gayle had taken a step back and was about to spit back something angry about getting back together, but Shelly’s last comment stopped her in her tracks. “Granny? You loved her.” Her voice came out calmer and gentler than it had since the conversation had begun.

Shelly nodded. “She was always the one in charge of every social situation. I adored her, but it was hard on people. That’s why my uncle and his family moved to California—just so she wouldn’t be controlling their lives anymore.”

“You’re not like that at all.” Gayle was confused now. She’d never heard Shelly criticize her grandmother, and at that nerve-wracking dinner with her family, they’d all acted like all Shelly ever wanted to do was be like her grandmother. They’d talked about what Granny would do, and how she would be prepared, and even how Shelly wasn’t precisely emulating her in some ways. Gayle had thought Shelly was upset by any comparison that made Granny seem different.

Maybe she’d misunderstood. Maybe Shelly was afraid of ending up just like her grandmother. Or did she think she was trying too hard?

“Can I keep from becoming like that, though? Telling other people what to do comes naturally to me. I don’t want to turn into a controlling bitch to the team.” Shelly bit her lip and looked down. “And what I said to you, about your weight, that was just a sign.”

Gayle was momentarily distracted by how sexy Shelly looked with her two top teeth just showing over her bitten lower lip. It took her some time to parse what Shelly was saying. “About my weight? I don’t remember that.”

Shelly looked up through her eyelashes. Was she trying to be so damn gorgeous? Gayle clenched her fist at her side, willing herself to stay strong.

“At the dinner with my parents,” Shelly said. “I made a stupid crack about you working harder at roller derby to keep your weight down after all those cookies.”

Gayle shook her head. She thought she vaguely remembered something like that, but it wasn’t important, and she had slowed down a little after all that holiday food. “Shelly, we tease—teased—each other all the time. It didn’t mean anything.”

“I shouldn’t be taking advantage of my position as your captain to control you as your girlfriend. That’s one of the reasons I had to stop both.”

Gayle sighed. “I didn’t have much of a problem separating the two roles, but it wasn’t perfect. You never said you were having difficulty.”

“I had to stop it before it got too bad.”

“Right. Because it wasn’t worth working any harder.” Gayle felt sick to her stomach. She had to leave, she should go home to Kirk, she should go to bed—but it was so hard to walk away from Shelly, even now, when she was saying that their relationship was less important than her ego.

“I thought it was worth working harder!”

“Then why didn’t you?”

“You didn’t.”

Gayle stared at Shelly. “What was there to work for? Did I not do something?”

“You—”

“Wait, are we back to the beginning of this conversation again? You wanted me to beg for you back. Like in a stupid romantic comedy. Just like David said.”

“David? When did you talk to him?”

“Last week. When I was at practice with Rolling in the Street.”

“I never told him anything like that. And he didn’t say he talked to you.”

Gayle managed a thin smile. “I guess he knows you pretty well. It sounds like he was right.”

Shelly rubbed her face. “Maybe he’s right. I hadn’t thought of that consciously, but… it would fit right in, wouldn’t it? Trying to control you, to make you work for me. But that isn’t what I meant. I just wanted some sign that you really cared about me.”

“When you broke up with me?” Gayle felt sick, torn in two. She wanted to comfort Shelly, who was obviously distressed; she wanted to take her into her arms and tell her that it wasn’t as bad as it seemed. But her heart had been ripped open, and she couldn’t let Shelly just get away with this.

“I didn’t think you would let me!”

Gayle glanced around, found the nearest bench, backed up to it, and sat down before her knees collapsed out from under her. She was strong, she was centered, she was grounded—but words could knock her down the way a physical blow couldn’t.

“I don’t decide what you do and don’t do, Shelly,” she said, looking at the floor. She couldn’t look Shelly in the eye. “If you decide you’re breaking up with me, then that’s what happens. I’m not going to second-guess you. And I’m definitely not going to fight with you because you think that’s the only way to pass your fucking test.”

There was a long pause, a long silence in which the only sound Gayle could hear was the vent system in the building groaning.

“Shit,” Shelly said. “That’s what it was, wasn’t it? A test. I’m sorry, Gayle. I didn’t mean it that way.”

Gayle didn’t know what to say to that. She just kept looking at the floor. She should leave now, but getting her coat would mean walking past Shelly.

“If you want to get back together…”

Gayle’s head jerked up and she glared at Shelly. “Do you?”

“Of course I do!”

“That’s not what I’ve been hearing at all.”

“I never wanted to break up with you in the first place.”

“Until I failed your test.”

“I just thought it meant that you wanted to break up with me.”

Gayle blinked back stinging tears. “I never did. I love you. How many times do I have to say it?”

Shelly stepped forward and took Gayle’s hand. Gayle let her lift it without resisting, even though her touch seemed to burn. “I love you, too.”

Gayle swallowed. She tightened her hand around Shelly’s. “I don’t know if I believe you.”

Shelly sucked in a breath that shook, and the breath seemed to stick in her throat for a moment before she spoke. “I guess I can’t blame you. What can I do to convince you?”

Gayle shook her head. “I don’t know. And if I told you to do something, and you did it, how would I know you weren’t just faking it so I would believe you?”

“Why would I want you to believe I loved you if it was a lie?”

Gayle didn’t have to say anything in response to that. Shelly’s face fell. “Because that’s how I am,” she said bitterly.

“I never thought you had a problem controlling people,” Gayle said. “You’re a good leader. But if you see it as a problem in yourself, you’re probably right.”

They were still holding hands. Shelly’s grip had loosened, but Gayle still couldn’t let go.

Shelly looked down at their hands, tightened her grip again, and sat down on the bench next to Gayle, straddling it. Gayle held herself very still while Shelly leaned close. She watched while Shelly closed her eyes, parted her lips, and came in for a kiss.

When Shelly’s lips touched Gayle’s, she felt herself soften without meaning to. Her lips molded to Shelly’s, and her eyes fluttered closed. She leaned in, closing the gap between their bodies, feeling the way their flesh pressed together.

She gripped Shelly’s hand so tightly she would be afraid of breaking anyone but a fellow derby girl.

The kiss wasn’t broken until they heard a high whistle and pulled apart, startled, to see a slender black woman standing in the doorway of the weight room. “Hey, ladies, this isn’t a hookup spot! Your derby time is up, so get your asses out of here!”

Gayle tore herself away, her cheeks burning even worse than the places where she’d been touching Shelly. She rushed to the doorway and grabbed her coat and bag; she was halfway out to her car before she even started to put her coat on. Even in the chill winter air, she didn’t need it.

She just needed to get away.


Chapter 18




Gayle walked quickly to the locker room. She was dreading Tuesday’s roller-derby practice a little bit, but she couldn’t skip it, even to avoid Shelly. She needed it, especially after her stressful day at work, worrying about whether the new changes in her organization were going to affect her and being forced to have multiple conversations with coworkers about how the changes would affect them. If she could just get through the day hitting people and not talking to them, she’d feel a lot better.

“Hey, Gayle.”

Gayle’s heart plummeted into her stomach as she turned. She didn’t want to have to talk to Shelly, not after what had happened on Saturday, but she wasn’t going to snub her, either.

Shelly didn’t look angry, but she didn’t look happy, either. She held out her hand, a credit card-sized piece of plastic her hand. “You forgot to pick up your gym pass. I grabbed it for you.”

Gayle took a deep breath, reached out, and took the pass carefully from Shelly, without letting their fingers touch. “Thanks.”

She looked down at the plastic pass, which was a dark square like an ID card. There she was, with a bemused expression on her face from not expecting a flash, looking pale and tired. Her name was printed over a bar code.

She shoved the pass into her bag. Now she’d have it for next time. She didn’t know what to say to Shelly.

And it seemed that Shelly didn’t know what—or didn’t have anything—to say to her, either. She headed for the other end of the locker room and started chatting with Mindy.

Before anyone could head out of the locker room to the track, Tara stood up on the bench—as though she wasn’t already taller than almost everyone on the team and shouted, “Hey, people!”

When she’d gotten everyone’s attention, she continued. “I don’t see any reason to drag this out any longer than it has to be, so in case anyone hasn’t heard, I’m interested in becoming team captain. I haven’t heard anyone else say they want to be captain. If anyone is, please say something now. I’d much rather work it out in the open than let somebody get frustrated and resentful.”

Gayle looked around the room. It had gotten very quiet. Everyone seemed to be doing the same as her; no one else spoke or raised a hand.

“Nobody?” Tara said. “Megan?”

“Hell, no,” Megan said, raising her hands defensively in front of her. “I’m behind you for this, Tara. You’ll be great.”

“Lisa?”

“If I wanted to be captain, I already would be,” Lisa said dryly. “Go for it, Tara.”

“You’re awesome, Tara,” Kristine called.

“Shelly?” Tara said, turning all the way around to face Shelly and raising her eyebrows.

For a moment Gayle thought Tara was just making sure that Shelly didn’t want to change her mind, but then Shelly smiled and put her hands on her hips. “All right, Monsters! As my last act as team captain, I’m calling this to a vote. Anybody who wants to vote against Tara as team captain, raise your hand.”

No one moved.

“Anyone who wants to vote for Tara, raise your hand.” Twelve hands went up, quickly followed by Shelly’s, the last. A round of cheers rose into the air following the hands.

“Three, two one,” Tara called, preparing their team cheer. They all shouted it together: “MONSTERS!”

Gayle felt lifted up, carried on the wave of the team’s happiness, and better than she had in a long time.

“All right, bitches, now get out on that track!” Tara called. Gayle was only too happy to obey. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tiffany talking quietly to Shelly, but she ignored it.

Having Tara as team captain would make it easier on Shelly, Gayle realized as she skated off onto the track. That would be one less person she had to explain the situation with Tiffany to. Maybe that was why Shelly had supported her—though, of course, with no one else wanting the position, it would have been hard for Shelly to go after her.

And Gayle hadn’t missed the fact that Shelly had been the last to vote. She didn’t want her vote to sway anyone else’s; they were all used to obeying her, and she was obviously working hard to avoid giving anyone the opportunity.

Indeed, as practice went on, she hardly talked, and she didn’t argue with Tara once. Just setting a good example, or keeping herself as unlike a captain as possible? Or maybe she’d just hated it when the players argued with her; Gayle knew she followed the golden rule.

Tara set them a quick pace and a hard practice—but it wasn’t punishing, and it wasn’t too difficult for tired muscles. She must have put some thought into this. It was a good thing that someone was ready to step into Shelly’s skates as team captain. Actually, Gayle found herself thinking, this whole thing had worked out very well for everyone.

Except for her.


Chapter 19




Gayle yawned, hiding her mouth behind her hand even though no one was on the street to see her as she walked Kirk back from the park. She’d been working herself hard this week, between the drama at work and the drama on the roller-derby track, but it was Friday and the week was over. She’d be glad to sleep tonight, and maybe even more glad to get up in the morning and go to roller-derby practice.

She didn’t expect to see someone sitting on the front step of her house.

Kirk wagged his tail as they got closer, but Gayle’s throat tightened up. It was Shelly, obviously sitting there waiting for her. And was she holding flowers?

“Hey,” Shelly said, laughing and patting Kirk’s head as he reached her first. “No, Kirk, you can’t have these. These are for Gayle.” She lifted them up out of reach of his nose, then held them toward Gayle as she came close.

Gayle stopped in her tracks, just close enough that she could reach out for the flowers if she decided she wanted them. But she kept the arm that wasn’t holding Kirk’s leash close to her body. “What are you doing here, Shelly?”

“Waiting for you.” Shelly looked up. “Can we go inside to talk? It’s freezing out here.”

Shelly hadn’t been on the step that long—Gayle hadn’t seen her when she left to take Kirk for his walk. But it was cold; she could see their breath, and she wanted to get inside, too.

She sighed. “Fine. The door’s unlocked, unless my roommates ran off while I was gone.”

“Oh.” Frowning a little, Shelly got to her feet, still half-heartedly patting Kirk (he wouldn’t leave her hand alone). She unlocked the door and stepped inside.

Gayle followed her, then shut the door with her hip and bent to unclasp Kirk’s leash. She looked around to see Madison on the couch—the TV was off, but she had her laptop out. “Madison, you mind if Kirk sits with you?”

“Of course not. Come here, boy.” Madison patted the couch next to her, and Kirk obligingly heaved himself up.

Gayle gestured for Shelly to follow her up the stairs. She led the way into her room and flicked on the light, replacing Kirk’s leash in its spot.

Erotic memories of the last time they had been alone in this room intruded uncomfortably, but there wasn’t anywhere else they could talk privately, and she was pretty sure that, if Shelly was bringing flowers, this wasn’t a conversation she wanted to have in front of Madison. When Shelly came through the door, Gayle pushed it almost, but not all the way, closed.

Then she turned to Shelly and took a deep breath, unsure what to say and a little distracted by her body’s desire to reenact the memories that flashed in her mind’s eye. Shelly held out the flowers again. “Don’t you want to put these in water?”

“I’ll see what you have to say first,” Gayle said, surprising herself a little. “Then I’ll decide.”

Shelly nodded and looked around. She, too, must have been thinking of the last time they were in this room, but she didn’t say anything. She put the flowers down on the bureau. “I want to let you make the decisions here.”

“Because you’re afraid of being too much like your granny?”

“That’s not quite it.” Shelly was obviously choosing her words carefully. “It’s just the one aspect of being like her. She was a wonderful woman except when she was being too controlling. Yes, I want to keep from being too controlling, and that’s why I’m letting you lead.”

Gayle shook her head and sighed. “Shelly, I never thought you were too controlling. This problem is all in your own head.”

Shelly crossed her arms. “You’re the one who said that if I think it’s a problem, it must be a real problem.”

“Yes, because if you think it’s real, then you can’t get past it. You have to either convince yourself that you’re thinking about this all wrong, or you have to find a way to change yourself so that you aren’t afraid of controlling people.”

“And then you’ll believe me that I love you?” Shelly asked, looking through her eyelashes.

“We’ll see.” Gayle wasn’t sure she could be strong. But if Shelly really did love her, if she did want to get back together, Gayle couldn’t just accept the first thing Shelly said that made her feel better as an excuse to be in her arms again. The next time they had a disagreement, or Shelly told her to do something, she would be right back in this uncertainty.

Shelly sighed and sat down on the bed, her shoulders slumping. “I’m sorry I used Tiffany’s complaint as an excuse to break up with you. I’m scared. That’s not an excuse, it’s just a… thing I’m telling you. I am sorry. That’s why I came here, to apologize.”

Gayle felt her shoulders relax, and she sat down next to Shelly—keeping a careful few inches between them so they wouldn’t accidentally touch. She’d been waiting for that apology and she hadn’t even realized it. “Go on.”

“I’m sorry I made that crack about your weight. I know it didn’t bother you, but it bothered me, so I’m sorry, all right?”

Gayle found herself smiling a little. “All right. I accept both apologies.”

“And I’m sorry I tried to control myself at the beginning. I was trying to force the team into the perfect mold, no complications, no feelings between captain and players.”

Gayle sucked in a breath, trying to keep it quiet. “What would you have done if you hadn’t been trying to control things?”

Shelly looked right at her. Gayle found herself turning her head, almost against her will, to meet Shelly’s eyes. “I would have kissed you the same night we met,” she said. “I would have told you I loved you after a month. And I certainly never would have hurt you by suggesting that we have no-strings-attached sex.”

Gayle wanted to protest that Shelly hadn’t hurt her, but that would have been a lie. And anyway, the words died in her throat as Shelly leaned forward, eyes closed, and kissed Gayle.

Gayle sighed against her lips, wanting to lose herself in the kiss, in the physical sensation of Shelly. She even lifted her hand to Shelly’s hair and stroked it, tugging a little at the hair tie. But then she broke away and, reluctantly, leaned back, letting her hand fall to the bed.

“I don’t think we’re done yet,” she said.

Shelly nodded. “That’s fair. Is there anything else I should be apologizing for?”

“Testing me,” Gayle said.

Shelly winced. “Yes. I’m really, truly sorry about that, Gayle. I think that was the worst thing I’ve done. Do you believe me that it wasn’t on purpose?”

“Of course,” Gayle said. “But if you elbow somebody by accident, you don’t brush it off because you didn’t mean to hurt them. So I still appreciate the apology. Is there anything else in our relationship that you did because you were trying to control the situation?”

Shelly threw her head back and sighed, staring at the ceiling. Gayle wanted to kiss the column of her neck, but held herself still. “Probably,” Shelly said. “Anything to do with the team, I wanted to be in control of.”

“It was your job to be in control of the team,” Gayle reminded her. “I’ve told you before, you’re the reason I’m such a good player. And it wasn’t like you were insisting on doing everything yourself. We worked together to come up with a way to make sure the team was okay with us dating.”

“I guess that’s true,” Shelly said. “But I’m still sorry I tried to control the situation.”

“It’s okay to control some things,” Gayle said.

Shelly turned to look at her again. “But not everything. Not relationships. I don’t want to be like this anymore, Gayle.”

“So what are you going to do to stop yourself? The apologies mean a lot, but I don’t think either of us can go through life with you doing something controlling, realizing what you’re doing, apologizing, and just going on.”

Shelly nodded. “That’s one of the reasons I’m here. I want you to help keep me on the right track. If you’re not willing, I’ll find another way, but I want you in my life. You can tell me when I’m doing too much, taking on too much control.”

“What if the situation is better because you’re in control?”

“Then I trust you to make that judgment call. I don’t trust myself.”

Gayle swallowed. She was flattered that Shelly would say that she trusted her even more than she trusted herself, but she didn’t know if she could believe it one hundred percent.

Still, she found her hand creeping out from her side and covering Shelly’s on the bed. Shelly looked down at their hands. Gayle said slowly, “What if I told you the situation with the team is better with you as captain, and you need to take over from Tara tomorrow?”

Shelly looked up and smiled faintly at her. “Then I’d reconsider trusting you with this, because I’m pretty sure we’d lose Tara if I did that. The rest of the team seems happy with her as captain, too. But I don’t believe you’re really going to say that.”

Gayle smiled back. “You’re right about both of those things. But just a few minutes ago, I told you that it was your job to control the team, and you said you were still sorry about that.”

“Maybe it was my job to control the team in terms of derby, but not in terms of how we all relate to each other.” Shelly sighed, shaking her head slowly. “But you’re right. If I’m going to trust you with this, I can’t second-guess you. Okay, I did the right thing deciding, along with you, how to present our relationship to the team and make sure they were all okay with it.”

Gayle squeezed Shelly’s hand. “All right. We’re coming along very well,” she teased.

Shelly laughed. “So you’re willing to do this? To take this journey with me?” She turned her hand over in Gayle’s so their palms were touching and squeezed back.

“Maybe. One more thing.” Gayle could feel herself blushing. “What if I ask you to take complete control, in, uh, certain situations?”

Shelly blushed as she spoke. “Are you, um, into that?”

“Yes. Remember that one time, when you had me lay down and did things behind my back? I really liked that.” Gayle was heating up again just thinking about it. She wouldn’t reject Shelly if she was never willing to do that again, but she definitely wanted Shelly to be aware of a possible aspect of their sex life. And she wanted to make sure Shelly wasn’t so wrapped up in her fear of control that she went too far in the other direction.

Shelly’s grin widened. “Yeah? I think I can do that kind of thing again, as long as you like it. But you have to tell me anytime you want me to stop.”

Gayle nodded. “I will. You can trust me.”

“I know,” Shelly murmured, and then she was leaning in and kissing Gayle, their hands squeezing each other’s so tightly it almost hurt, their lips warm and soft and wet together.

Gayle had another question to ask, though, so she broke away and murmured it into Shelly’s ear. “You said you wished you had kissed me right after we met. Did you really like me then, or are you just projecting into the past?”

Shelly sighed into her ear. “I knew I liked you then. I’d never wanted to kiss anyone so badly. I just tried to keep it compartmentalized. I’m sorry I did that.”

“It’s okay. I don’t know anymore whether that was right or wrong, but I might not have reacted so well.”

“And after our first match—I remember it so clearly. We hugged and I didn’t want to stop hugging you. I don’t know if I realized that I loved you then, but that’s how long ago it was that I stopped touching you, because I was afraid I would take it too far. Didn’t you notice?”

“I didn’t really notice that you stopped, but I was aware you didn’t touch me, because of how much I wanted to touch you all the time. But I didn’t realize until more recently—actually, it was at your birthday party—just how much you touched other people. You greeted everyone else with hugs, but not me.”

Shelly gasped. “Gayle, I’m so sorry about that.”

“I forgive you,” Gayle said quickly, before Shelly could start castigating herself again. She bent down to rest her forehead on Shelly’s shoulder. “So, okay, right. I can believe that you liked me for that long.”

“You aren’t sure?”

“I really thought, when you broke up with me, that you were using Tiffany as an excuse because you weren’t into me the—you didn’t love me as much as I loved you. I figured it had all been too good to be true anyway. You were the only person I’d ever slept with more than once.”

“Oh, sweetheart, no.” Shelly put her arms around Gayle, pulling her close, Gayle’s shoulder into Shelly’s chest, Gayle’s head tucked under Shelly’s arms. “You know what, I bet you’ve been breaking hearts all over the place and you didn’t even realize it. You were probably too shy to contact people more than once.”

Gayle remembered Val and her smile returned. “Maybe.”

“I’m sure Mandy Thomas cried herself to sleep every night thinking about you.”

Gayle laughed. “And Jen probably got sick of your self-flagellation.”

“Ouch!” Shelly joined in her laughter, and they both laughed together until the bed was shaking.

Shelly squeezed Gayle again as their laughter subsided, then released her so there was a little space between them again. She put her finger under Gayle’s chin and tipped her head up so that they were looking into each other’s eyes.

“Let’s make sure we have everything out in the open. I want you to be my girlfriend again, I want to see you every day, and I want you to keep an eye on me and tell me when I need to be less controlling, and even when I need to be more. Do you agree?”

Gayle’s smile was so wide it almost hurt. She felt like her heart was bursting with joy. “Yes. And thank you for being specific about it.”

Shelly’s smile grew to match hers. “Do you have any specific demands of me, as your girlfriend?”

Gayle bit her lip. “Just don’t test me anymore.”

“I can do that.” Shelly nodded, her eyes sparkling. “You know, it will be easier for you to keep an eye on me if you come live in my house.”

Gayle laughed, the sound rocking out of her like light from her heart. “My roommates did say to give them some warning if I’m going to move out.”

“Take your time,” Shelly said. “I know a bunch of really strong derby girls who can help you move your stuff whenever.”

“You don’t mind having Kirk in your house?”

“Mind? I’d love to have a dog. He might have to stay out of the bedroom at certain times, though.” Shelly got up and gently pushed the door shut until it clicked.

Gayle’s breath caught in her throat, her heart rate speeding up. When Shelly turned to her, hands on her hips and an enticing half-grin on her face, all her nerves went on alert.

“Let’s make this a proper new start, shall we?” Shelly said. “Get in the middle of the bed.”

Gayle scrambled to obey, then stopped, half on her knees on the mattress. “Can I do one thing first?”

“Sure.” Shelly stepped closer, within arm’s reach, as though she knew what Gayle wanted. Maybe she did.

Gayle leaned forward, kissed Shelly, and ran her hands through Shelly’s hair, pulling out the hair tie. Shelly’s breath broke a little, then she leaned in harder, deepening the kiss until the very last ends of her hair fell from Gayle’s grasp.

Gayle leaned back, deliberately keeping eye contact with Shelly, and pulled the hair tie onto her wrist. Then she bent until she could reach her bedside table, opened the drawer, and took out the hair tie she kept there, which she slipped onto her other wrist.

“You’ve held onto it this whole time?” Shelly’s voice was a little wobbly.

“Sometimes, it was all I had,” Gayle said.

“Gayle, I—” Shelly’s voice cracked. She reached down into the front of her shirt and pulled something out. A gold chain caught the light; it took Gayle a moment to recognize it.

“My necklace.” It was Gayle’s turn to have her voice crack. “I’d forgotten I was even wearing that. You kept it?”

Shelly nodded. “I thought you’d ask for it back after we started dating, at least.”

Gayle smiled and shook her head. “I never wear jewelry. I was just trying to impress you.”

“Well.” Shelly’s lips twitched into a smile. “I was impressed.” She set the necklace down carefully on the bureau. “Now lay down in the middle of the bed with your arms and legs wide.”

Gayle bit her lip, flushing all over, and did as she was told. Shelly climbed onto the bed, leaning over her, and grinned. “Close your eyes.”

Gayle closed her eyes. She felt feather-light touches on her body—her belly, her breasts, her thighs. She was shivering all over in excitement and anticipation.

Shelly pulled off Gayle’s pants, then her underwear, tugging her legs closed to remove the clothing and pulling them apart again to give herself access. Gayle felt Shelly’s hand slide over her swollen, wet mound, then felt the warmth of her body come closer to her face.

“Are you ready to jam?” Shelly asked, her voice breathy and low.

Gayle gasped, her eyelids fluttering, but she kept her eyes closed. It was more fun if she listened to what Shelly said. “Shelly, I thought you didn’t want to mix roller derby and sex.”

“Changed my mind.” Shelly nipped Gayle’s ear. “Is that okay?”

As she spoke, she slid her fingers between Gayle’s folds, moving slowly through the slick heat. Gayle couldn’t help moaning and lifting her hips a little. “Yes, of course. You can do whatever you want.”

“Anything I can think of, huh?” Shelly’s fingers slipped into Gayle’s center.

“Yes,” Gayle gasped, her hands clutching convulsively at the blanket.

“Hmm… can I tie you up?” Shelly’s fingers were sliding in and out of Gayle in a steady, inescapable rhythm.

“Yes.”

“Can I bite you?”

“Yes.”

“Can I make you work really hard?”

Gayle cracked one eyelid open. “Only during sex. You’re not team captain anymore.”

Shelly started to laugh, and she kissed her, and then they were both laughing, all while Shelly was stroking Gayle to an incredible height. Her lips came down on Gayle’s neck and she sucked the skin into her mouth, making Gayle writhe and scream. She knew this time she would have a hickey, and this time she didn’t care.

“Okay, gorgeous.” Shelly lifted her head, her lips wet and swollen. “Ready?”

“Yes,” Gayle said, all her muscles tense, ready for whatever it was Shelly wanted.

“I love you,” Shelly said.

Gayle smiled—she was amazed she could when all her nerves were focused elsewhere, but she was so happy she couldn’t help it. “I love you, too.”

Shelly’s voice took on a commanding tone, almost the same voice she’d used as a roller-derby coach, but deeper, huskier. “Come for me, Gayle.”

“Oh!” Gayle’s body obeyed the command, her orgasm exploding through her body, filling her to the tips of her fingers and the ends of her toes, until it faded and she collapsed, exhausted, back on the bed.

Shelly lay down next to her, curling her body around Gayle’s. Gayle curled up in response until they were both pressed up against each other, nothing between them but the few clothes left on their bodies.

“I like this,” Gayle murmured.

Shelly nodded—Gayle could feel her face moving against her hair. “Let’s do this forever.”

Gayle couldn’t find any reason to argue.
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“Be warned, I have high standards, as you can see.” Shayna indicated the club with a sweep of her arm. “I’m really not sure you’ll be able to live up to them.”

“No? Then why agree to a second date?”

“I’m giving you a chance to subvert my expectations. If you can do that, then I’ll know you’re the kind of girl for me.”

“I do like a challenge.” Mindy’s mind was already spinning with ideas for where to take Shayna on their next date—and when it should be. Did Shayna have an ordinary work schedule? Mindy had an around-the-clock work schedule, so it was hard to think of what was a good time of day for a date.

She would just have to propose a time, and if Shayna didn’t like it, suggest an alternative. Or maybe she could actually ask Shayna what she did for a living. Imagine that.

However, before she could say anything else, Shayna was bouncing, bopping in her seat to the song that was playing. Mindy quickly shoved the last of her fries down her throat, wiped her hands off on a napkin, and jumped off her stool. She held her hand out to Shayna. “Come on, let’s dance!”

“Are you sure? You didn’t…” Shayna trailed off as she turned to look at Mindy’s plate, empty but for the pickle spear. “You really do have the metabolism of a teenage boy.”

“Not anymore, alas,” Mindy said. “So I need to go dancing to burn off that burger.”

Shayna laughed, took Mindy’s hand, and practically ran with her back to the dance floor. “Well, you have great timing. I love this song.”

“I figured,” Mindy said, hanging onto her hand as they swung wildly in and out, flinging themselves to the beat. The others on the dance floor were all moving crazily around, so Mindy figured they weren’t going to stand out. If anything was going to make them stand out, actually, it was Mindy’s simple costume—not their dancing.

“What? How did you know?”

“You were dancing in your seat!”

“I was?” Shayna’s eyes widened. “I didn’t think it was so obvious.”

Mindy took advantage of a change in beat to pull Shayna close, pressing their bodies against each other. She whispered in Shayna’s ear, “If someone’s been staring at your chest all day, they notice. Your boobs were bouncing to the beat.”

Shayna gasped, managing to turn it into a giggle, but that just pressed her tits harder against Mindy’s chest, enflaming her lust even further. She wasn’t usually one to sleep with a girl on a first date, but Shayna was testing that habit.

Actually, who was she kidding? Of all the dates she’d been on since she and Hannah split, she’d only slept with half of them, and one or two of those had been on the first date. She didn’t have any habits, good or bad, to break. She was going to do what she liked with Shayna—always assuming, of course, that it was what Shayna liked, too.

A new song came on, the beat switching to a slow one, and Shayna let go of Mindy’s hand. Mindy released her reluctantly, thinking that she was actually turned off by Mindy’s vulgarity, but Shayna lifted her arms and wrapped them around Mindy’s neck, molding her body to Mindy’s.

Mindy licked suddenly dry lips and slid her arms around Shayna’s waist. She might be top-heavy, but she had the curves of a goddess, sliding smoothly from a slim waist to a padded ass. Mindy resisted the urge to squeeze that ass and find out just how padded it was. They were in public.

“If you’ve been paying that much attention to my chest,” Shayna said, “I don’t think you’re just coveting my ankh.” She swayed in place, her hips pushing against Mindy’s thighs with each small movement.

Mindy had to swallow before she could respond. “It’s not real silver anyway. What’s behind it is real.”

“How do you know they’re not fake, too?”

“I don’t care if they’re made of saline, silicone, or flesh,” Mindy said. “They’re part of you, and that makes them real enough for me.” More important, the way they were pressed against her, it was hard to think of anything else right now.

“Mmm, give me all those sexy medical details,” Shayna cooed, pressing herself even closer against Mindy. “You know just how to get a girl hot.”

Mindy snorted, and then they were both laughing, their bodies jiggling against each other—what little jiggle Mindy had to work with, anyway. Shayna slid her hands up the back of Mindy’s neck and into her thick hair, pulling her face down.

They were still laughing when their lips met, but Mindy’s laughter faded quickly. This was too intense, too important, to be funny. Shayna’s lips were hot and wet on her own, and her mouth tasted slightly of chocolate cookie. The little nips she was making, sucking Mindy’s lips between her own, were like electricity down Mindy’s spine.




Want to see what happens next? Download Head Over Wheels today!
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