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      Tara looked over her plan for the next month of roller-derby practices one more time. Had she done everything right? Would the team be happy with this? Would they at least be okay with it?

      Two weeks. She was two weeks in as captain, and she had no idea if she was doing anything right.

      No one had complained, but would they? They all cared about and trusted her—if they were unhappy, they would probably expect her to figure it out and fix things. Maybe she should ask for feedback.

      No. That wasn’t the way to go, only two weeks in. They had to have confidence in her. If this was ever going to work, if she was ever going to get over her fears of failure as a sportswoman, she had to step up and take everything for the team.

      But, damn, “everything” was a lot.

      Her cell phone rang. Probably a good thing—it distracted her from her own thoughts. She turned to it quickly, snatching it up even though she didn’t recognize the number. “Hello? This is Tara.”

      “Tara Chandler? The captain of ‘Monstrous Regiment’?”

      Tara could tell the girl—woman, most likely, but she sounded young, her voice high and bouncy, probably cute in person—was putting the name of the team in quotes. Who on earth would be calling her about roller derby without taking it seriously? “Yes, that’s me. Who is this?”

      “Great! My name is Val Ingleby. I’m from The Big Whirl.”

      That was a local lifestyle paper—mostly website now, of course, but Tara thought they put out the occasional paper edition. Why would someone be calling her? What had gone wrong?

      When her pause went on too long, the reporter continued cheerily, “Janie Coulter put me in touch with you.”

      Janie was one of the organizers who put together the roller-derby game roster in Philadelphia. Tara had just been chatting with her the day before—now that she was the team captain, she was in charge of organizing the matches for Monstrous Regiment, figuring out the schedule with the track where they practiced and with whatever other matches they had. Shelly, the former captain, had looked positively gleeful when she’d passed that part of the job on to Tara.

      “What’s this about?” She couldn’t figure out why a reporter would want to talk to her. Could she have done something wrong? If that had happened, it would be Janie herself talking to Tara, not sending some random stranger to call her.

      “My editor wants me to do a piece on one of the local roller-derby teams. Well, to be honest, I talked him into it—I suggested it a few months ago and he only just now agreed.” Val laughed. “I told him I was pretty sure it was the off season now, but he said that would just make it easier.”

      “You want to do a piece for The Big Whirl about Monstrous Regiment?”

      “Yeah! Janie thought you’d be a good choice because three of your players were on the all-star team last year, is that right?”

      “Yes, that’s true.” Tara was finally starting to relax. She stood up to pace, still holding the phone to her ear. “I wasn’t captain at the time, though.”

      “That’s fine. Janie did say you were new as captain, so if you’re still trying to find your feet and don’t want a gal with a camera underfoot, just let me know and I’ll buzz off.” Val laughed again.

      “No,” Tara said automatically, then paused to consider her decision. Another one of her responsibilities would be getting people to come to the bouts as spectators—matches were usually pretty crowded, but ticket fees rarely covered the cost of renting the tracks for matches and year-round practices, so the more they could sell, the better.

      And what would be better for filling those seats than a piece in a local paper?

      “What would be involved with this?” she asked, pacing her tiny apartment. “You want to take pictures and write a story?”

      “Mostly the pictures, to be honest,” Val said. She was enthusiastic, her words almost jumping over each other, practically talking over Tara. “I’m more into photography. I’ll bring model releases for everyone—how many women are on your team?”

      “Fourteen. Right now, that is.” And then there was the whole tangle with Tiffany to deal with. That was a headache she hadn’t counted on.

      Tiffany had claimed to be uncomfortable with the romantic relationship between Shelly and Gayle, another player, just in hopes of getting Gayle off the team, because she was too good. What kind of derby girl tried to sabotage her teammates that way? Tiffany had changed her mind, but she’d still broken trust—and she’d used Tara to do it. Tara wished she could just kick her out and be done with it, but that would cause even more drama within the team, because some of the other girls would inevitably be mad about it. No one involved wanted the whole story getting out, let alone Tara. So Tiffany was quietly looking for another team that would take her, but she hadn’t found one yet.

      The whole thing was a mess. And now she had a reporter to worry about, too.

      “Fourteen, great,” Val was saying. “If any of them don’t want to sign the release, I just won’t run any pictures with that particular girl. So hopefully most of them will be into it so I don’t have to throw out any pictures!”

      “I think some of them will,” Tara said. “Most of them, probably.” She doubted Leya would want her picture in the paper—nor would Tiffany, if she was still on the team by then—but Shelly, Mindy, Lisa… they’d be thrilled.

      Not to mention Tara herself. Her picture in the paper, captain of a derby team, would be proof that she could be a success.

      Of course, if she then didn’t lead her team to victory, or if she came off badly in Val’s article, that would be even more of a blow. Maybe it wasn’t worth the risk.

      But no—that was why she’d decided she had to look for a team to captain, wasn’t it? She needed to face this. She needed to get past her college failure and prove to herself that she could be a successful sportswoman.

      And maybe if she had her picture in the paper, her parents would see it, too.

      She shook her head at herself. “So this article would include our derby names, when the bout season starts, stuff like that?”

      “Absolutely,” Val said eagerly. “Like I said, I’m not much of a words gal, so I’d love to work with you on exactly what you want to say.”

      Tara couldn’t help laughing out loud. “Okay, I have to ask. You sound like you’re from Philly, just like me.”

      “Born and raised here.”

      “So why do you keep saying ‘gal’? You sound like a cowboy.”

      “Rhymes with Val,” Val said promptly. “I like to use it to describe myself. I stick with ‘ladies’ or ‘women’ when it comes to others.”

      “You said ‘girls’ earlier when talking about the team,” Tara pointed out.

      “Oh, damn, did I?” Val snorted. Somehow that was more endearing than her earlier laugh. “I guess that sexist language just keeps creeping in. Sorry about that.”

      “It’s fine. We usually call ourselves derby girls anyway.” Tara personally got a bit of a thrill every time someone called her ‘girl,’ even if it was guilty sometimes, knowing it was not the most feminist choice—she’d had too much pain over the years hearing people call her ‘boy’ to not rejoice at the opposite.

      “Well, you can tell me all about that when I come to one of your practices. I can come, right?”

      “Yes. I think that would be great.” Tara sat back down at her desk, her chest swelling with repressed excitement. “Though I have to talk to the team first, of course. I won’t spring this on them and I want to make sure they’re all okay with you showing up.”

      “Absolutely,” Val said. “And no worries if it doesn’t work out. I have a few other captains I could call.”

      Tara felt an irrational surge of annoyance. Now that she’d looked at the problem from all angles and decided that having Val come to Monstrous Regiment’s practice was the best way to go, she didn’t want to give the reporter up to any other team.

      She smothered her annoyance. “Oh, our practices are on Tuesday and Thursday evenings and Saturday mornings. Which of those works best for you?”

      “Let the team pick,” Val said. “Anything works well for me—I’m very flexible.”

      Was it Tara’s imagination, or was there a hint of innuendo in that last phrase?

      She was probably just hearing things. She was tired, and it had been weeks since she’d been on a date.

      “Great. Then I’ll give you a call back with the time and place once we’ve agreed to something, all right?”

      “Call me anytime. I’ll be here.”

      There was definitely a hint of flirtation in that line. Or was there? Tara knew she was being ridiculous. She’d already decided Val was cute just from the way she talked.

      Just meet the girl in person, then worry about whether she was cute.

      “Great. I’ll be in touch. Thank for this opportunity—I hope it works out well for both of us.”

      Val laughed, a hearty guffaw that was even richer than her earlier laughs. “Thank you, and I can hardly wait to meet you.”

      Tara hung up and busied herself for a moment adding the number to her contacts. Val Ingleby, company: The Big Whirl.

      Then she sat still for a moment at her desk, wondering what she’d really gotten herself into.

      She could always say no again, though, couldn’t she? Sure, there was that one stubborn side of herself that wanted Val, now that she’d decided it would be good to have Val—but when she talked to the team, she would get a better understanding of what everyone wanted. Then she would really know whether it was a good idea to have a reporter come take pictures of the team.

      It could definitely be useful, right? The Big Whirl must surely get more readers than the derby games normally had viewers. They’d be opening up to a whole new potential audience. And her team would look amazing in the photos.

      Smiling, Tara stood up and began to get ready for bed.

      

      Tara completely forgot to talk to the rest of the team about the reporter coming during the next day’s practice. It was an evening practice, and she’d been mentally exhausted after working on a difficult case all day—she worked for an economic consulting firm, and they’d been doing research on how electric utilities’ “energy savings days” actually impacted consumers’ energy usage. It was interesting work, but draining. She didn’t need to use her brain much during the practice itself—that was why she made the plans ahead of time—but she still needed to focus on what each player was doing, whether they were favoring one leg or the other, whether their speed or their balance needed work, how they were responding to the rest of the team. She was trying to take notes and track trends, but she didn’t want the team to see her writing things down during practice, so she just tried to hold it all in her head until later.

      All that mental work meant the question of Val ended up slipping her mind. When she got home, of course, she remembered that she needed to talk to the team. So she wrote it down in her plan, right at the bottom of Saturday’s schedule.

      That meant she didn’t see it until the end of practice and had to call to the team to settle down when they were all in the locker room changing. “Hey, guys! I need to talk to you for a minute.”

      The noise and chatter abated somewhat, but not entirely. Tiffany had stopped with her hands on the hem of her shirt, staring at Tara. Did she think Tara was going to kick her off the team? She would never do that without actually talking to Tiffany first. Hopefully, she would find a new team before it came to that.

      If only Shelly were still captain, she would have been able to get them to all quiet down immediately. But if Shelly were still captain, she might not have agreed to this.

      Anyway, Tara had wanted this. She was going to accomplish it.

      She took a deep breath, filling her lungs. “Hey, MONSTERS!” she shouted. “Listen up!”

      Miraculously, it worked. Mostly. Mindy was still chatting with great animation to Kristine, but Kristine smacked her in the shoulder and she seemed to realize that everyone else was quiet.

      Tara grinned at them. “Now that I have your attention. Sorry, this should only take a few minutes. I’ve been talking to a reporter from The Big Whirl. She wants to come take some pictures of the team to do an article. What do you guys think? Are you okay with that?”

      Mindy cheered. A few people laughed. Others were muttering to each other. Shelly was leaning intensely against Gayle, listening to something she was saying quietly. Tara felt a pang, but brushed it off.

      No one was voicing any objections, but she couldn’t assume this was their entire reaction. “If anyone doesn’t want this to happen, let me know, all right? You all have my number or we can talk tonight at weights or at Tuesday’s practice. Whatever.”

      “When is she coming?” Deirdre asked.

      “That’s something else we have to figure out,” Tara said, nodding. “She’s willing to work with our schedule, so whatever practice we want her to come to is fine. I’m going to go ahead and say not for at least a week, to give everybody time to figure it out.”

      “I think it sounds great,” Megan said. “Can she mention my job in the article?”

      Megan worked at a skate shop. Tara winked at her. “She said she’ll put whatever I want in the article, so if we want to advertise your shop, we can. I’m definitely going to have her push the ‘hey, come to our games’ angle hard.”

      A few girls cheered. Leya, standing in the back, seemed nervous, pulling her locker door open to cover her body.

      Tara swore inwardly. She should have mentioned the releases earlier. “I almost forgot. She’s going to have everyone sign releases. If you don’t sign, that’s fine. She won’t use any photos of you. And I’ll make sure to check the article before she publishes it to make sure she didn’t accidentally get the leg of someone who didn’t agree.” That hadn’t been one of Val’s suggestions, but Tara would insist on it as a condition of her coming. She didn’t think Val would argue.

      Most importantly, it seemed to relax Leya, who let the locker door swing away from her again.

      “I didn’t know you could recognize all of our legs that easily,” Kasey teased.

      Tara gave her a mock glare. “I’m your team captain. I recognize all of your body parts.” In truth, if she didn’t know what each of them tended to wear, she wouldn’t be certain of recognizing a flash of leg in a photograph. But she would work on it. The way she was studying them, after a couple of months she’d probably be able to recognize any of her girls’ skating from a line drawn on a piece of paper.

      Assuming the entire team didn’t turn over, of course.

      “Anyway,” she continued, when no one else seemed to have any other comments, “I don’t want to hold you too late. Just talk to me, okay? Tell me if you have any concerns or if you have anything to say about a reporter coming at all. Even if it’s just how much you want your face in the paper.” She waved her hand at them. “Now you can go get dressed.”

      Leya immediately turned to finish changing, as did a few others. Gradually, the noise level in the locker room increased again. Tara glanced at Shelly, wondering if the former captain thought she’d handled that well, but Shelly wasn’t even looking at her. She and Gayle were giggling quietly over something. Tara looked away from them again.

      She shouldn’t be worrying about what the old captain said, anyway. This was her team now. Her time to lead.

      She just had to make sure she did it right.
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      That night as the team met up at the gym where they had their weekly weight-lifting session, four different people came up to Tara to make comments. Mindy, Lisa, and Helen all thought it was a great idea to have a reporter come do a piece on the team. Only Gayle came to her with a concern.

      “Do you know what’s in the releases?” Gayle asked. “Can they do whatever they want with our pictures?”

      Tara hadn’t thought of that question, but she saw the wisdom in it immediately. “I don’t know,” she told Gayle, “but I’ll find out.”

      So that night, her muscles pleasantly tired from lifting heavy things and putting them back down, she sat down on the bed in her tiny apartment (there was no room for a couch) and called Val.

      She wasn’t sure if the reporter would answer her phone this late at night—surely she had to be out early in the morning chasing stories—but she picked up on the second ring. “Hi!” she said, her voice so delighted that Tara wondered for a moment if she thought someone else was calling. “I was afraid you’d forgotten about me.”

      Tara cleared her throat. “I could never forget about you,” she said, the automatic flirtatious phrase coming out sounding rather tired. She really was out of practice. She needed to go out and find a girl to flirt with. But not tonight, because she was worn out.

      “I talked to my team and they mostly sound enthusiastic,” she continued. “But we had a question about the model releases you talked about. Can I read over what they say to make sure I understand what rights we’re signing away?”

      “Oh, they’re just to say we can use pictures of you online and in our print edition,” Val said cheerfully. “But I can email one to you so you can make sure you agree with it. If there are parts you don’t agree with, I can try bringing them back to the boss.”

      “That sounds great,” Tara said, her shoulders relaxing. When Val gave her the breezy summary of what was in the releases, she worried for a moment that she was going to try to push them into signing the releases without actually understanding them. Tara would have had to decline. But if she was going to get to read them first, chances were everything was fine.

      Tara could hear tapping on the other end of the line. “What’s your email address?” Val asked.

      Tara gave it to her. “And this is going to be the same model release that you’ll bring? You don’t tweak it for the story?”

      “They have a couple of different versions of the boilerplate,” Val said. “This is the most specific one. It just gives us the right to use the pictures in this specific article, including reprints. They’d use a different release if we were going to do a longer series or sell the rights to the photos, but I don’t think that’s necessary in this case. There, it should be in your inbox really soon.”

      Tara sat down at her computer to look for the email. “They?”

      “The Big Whirl,” Val said promptly.

      “I thought you worked for them.”

      “Oh, I do, but I’m just a freelancer. I don’t have any say over the contracts. That’s why I have to bring any negotiations back to my boss.”

      “Ah, okay. So you just get paid when the article is published?” The email had arrived. Tara opened it and clicked on the attachment. It was just a couple of pages and looked straightforward, but she would be sure to read it very carefully—probably in the morning, when she wasn’t so tired.

      “That’s right!”

      “Jeez, I’m sorry.” Tara felt a pang of guilt for taking so long to get around to talking to the team. “I’ll try to get this figured out as soon as possible so you can start working on the article.”

      “Oh, it’s fine!” Val laughed. “This isn’t the only article I’m writing, and it isn’t my only job. Believe me, if I were worried about the money, I probably wouldn’t be spending my time on this.”

      “Well, that’s refreshing to hear.” Tara leaned back in her chair. “I’ll read over this and get back to you, okay?”

      “Sure thing. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      Tara leaned forward again as she hung up. She read the first paragraph of the model release, but the words just blurred in her mind. It was late, and she was too tired to use her brain after using it all week both at work and at roller derby.

      Maybe becoming captain had been the wrong idea. Maybe it was too much for her. Maybe she should just give up.

      She shook her head and closed her email, opening YouTube instead. She would not give up. She would conquer this. It was just that right now, what her brain needed was a break.

      

      On Sunday morning, Tara read the model release over breakfast. It sounded good to her—like Val had said, it was very specific about what rights it took, and she didn’t think it was likely that they would end up finding the girls’ pictures floating all over the internet. Not that having the photos out there wouldn’t be good publicity, but people could put them to much more nefarious purposes.

      Still, just because she was happy with it didn’t guarantee that the rest of the team would be. She forwarded the attachment on to everyone else, explaining what it was.

      On Tuesday, at practice, she discussed it with the team again. Everyone was fine with the reporter coming, though not everyone was sure they would sign the model release. Still, that was good enough for Tara to call Val and finalize a time for her to actually come.

      “I’m available anytime,” Val assured her.

      “Really? You said you have other jobs.”

      “Oh, I teach some yoga classes, but they’re for yuppies. Saturday mornings at seven-thirty and Wednesdays at noon are my main classes. I pick up others when I need them, or when one of the other teachers needs me to cover.”

      Tara could not imagine having a schedule like that. Only two guaranteed classes? And she seemed to not even care about whether she might want to leave her schedule open.

      But Val seemed perfectly cheerful about it, so clearly it worked for her. She seemed perfectly cheerful about everything she and Tara talked about, but Tara wasn’t about to second-guess what made another girl happy. Nor was she going to complain about someone she was working with having a flexible schedule. It made a nice change, after all.

      “Do you mind coming on Saturday, then? I think that would work best for us. Everyone will be most relaxed when they haven’t been at work all day.”

      Val laughed. “Sure thing. What time?”

      “Ten—no, eleven AM. Is that good?” Their practice started at ten, but after about an hour they would be having their halftime break. That would be a better time for a reporter to come, once everyone was a little more relaxed, not so impatient to get on the track. Plus, they wouldn’t be taking away from the practice itself to reread and sign the releases.

      “Just tell me where to go.”

      Tara gave Val the address, Val assured Tara she wouldn’t have any problem getting there, and they promised to see each other on Saturday. Tara grinned at her phone as she hung up, feeling oddly good. She was really looking forward to meeting Val.

      No, that was silly. She was looking forward to having someone come, take pictures of her team, and write a story for The Big Whirl to show how great they were. It was her team she was concerned with—not herself.

      

      Tara let everyone know on Thursday that Val would be coming that Saturday. On Saturday morning, she smiled at the team’s excitement. Some of them were really looking forward to seeing themselves in the paper. Very few of them dressed up for practices—not like they did for games—but she noticed that Kristine had curled her hair, and when the halftime break started, several people skated in a hurry back to the locker room to put on makeup.

      Tara didn’t join them. She wanted to be the first to greet Val when she showed up, of course—as not only captain, but the reporter’s only contact, it just made sense to meet her first. And she didn’t feel any need to wear makeup. She wore a little for work (she needed to make sure she looked professional in a feminine way), but none for games. After all, her face hadn’t always looked this good and she didn’t want to feel as though she was compensating for something by primping her face.

      For years, she’d stared at her face in the mirror, hating the planes and lines. She’d hated how heavy her eyebrows were, how thick and rubbery her lips seemed. When she’d finally come out as a transgender woman and begun her medical transition, she’d dreamed of facial feminization surgery. She had planned to do it in a few years, once she had the money saved up; new clothes and hormones were the first requirement, but she wanted everything to match.

      People had told her that her face was changing. She hadn’t believed it; she was pinching her pennies. Until one day she’d woken up, looked in the mirror, and not hated how her face looked. Her thick lips had gained a curve, transforming them from heavy to lush. Her eyebrows had lifted, and just needed a little plucking. Her cheekbones even seemed to stand out further from her face. After a few years of hormones, electrolysis, and no surgery at all, she looked like the woman she’d dreamed of being. The woman she was.

      Tara loved her face now. She wasn’t going to cover it up.

      She didn’t care what other people thought of her face, of course. She was definitely not wondering what Val was going to think when she showed up and finally saw Tara face-to-face. And she definitely didn’t care what Val would look like in person.

      After all, what difference did it make? The important thing was that the team give Val a good showing so they got a good story in the paper.

      Tara realized that she had been standing there, thinking about her face and of what Val was going to see when she got here, for several minutes. She looked around until she found the clock on the wall of the building, wondering if she’d ended the first half of practice early. No, it was five minutes after eleven. Val had said she would be here—what was taking her so long?

      Maybe traffic was bad, holding up her car or the bus she was on. Were there any festivals or parades going on in the city today? She couldn’t think of any—and it was February, not a month that had a lot of people wanting to be outside holding up traffic.

      She waited a few more minutes. Then, at ten minutes after eleven, she headed back to the locker room to check her notes. She had said Saturday at eleven, hadn’t she?

      She knew she had. Saturday was the best day for an outsider to come to practice, and eleven was the best time. She checked what she’d written down on Tuesday night, and it matched her recollections.

      “Hey,” Kristine said as Tara tucked her notes back in her bag, “where’s that reporter, anyway?”

      Tara looked up, shaking her head. “I’m not sure. I waited for her, but she hasn’t shown up.”

      “I’ll go look,” Mindy said, and skated out of the locker room before Tara could say anything.

      When Mindy came back, though, she shrugged. “I didn’t see anyone out there. I peeked my head outside the building, and nothing. She has your cell phone number, doesn’t she?”

      Tara checked her phone. Nothing—no messages, no texts, no missed calls. It had been fifteen minutes, which was usually Tara’s top limit for a break. They all needed to rest, but they didn’t need to waste time.

      She stood up and grabbed a water bottle. “Let’s get back on the track, everyone. If the reporter shows up later, we can work with her then.”

      They went back to skating, Tara running them through scrimmages and drills. She kept half an eye on the door, all she could spare. But it never opened; nothing and no one came through.

      She told herself that something must have come up, that she shouldn’t be mad. Val probably had an emergency, or maybe her schedule hadn’t been as clear as she’d said it was.

      But Tara couldn’t help being pissed off. She didn’t show it to the team—they weren’t the problem—but she felt that their time had been yanked away from them. It was rude and disrespectful.

      When anyone asked if the reporter was coming, she said she would find out, but they should all go home for now. Tonight when they met up again to lift weights, she would update them about the situation.

      It wasn’t until everyone had left and she was heading home alone that she felt comfortable enough to call. Val’s phone rang and rang, and Tara wondered if her first thoughts had been true—she was in an emergency situation, she was somewhere she couldn’t answer her phone, things had gone terribly wrong. Tara was starting to feel ashamed of her anger.

      Then Val answered the phone, as cheerful as ever.

      “This is Tara, from Monstrous Regiment.”

      “Hi! What’s going on? Change of plans?”

      “You tell me.” Tara bit her lip to try to keep her anger from boiling over.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Where were you?”

      “Was it supposed to be today? I thought I was… wait… oh, I guess you’re right. You did say Saturday, didn’t you?”

      “Saturday at eleven.” Had she really just forgotten? How hard was it to be organized about your schedule? Tara didn’t have any trouble with it.

      And how exactly did Val succeed at any of her jobs if she couldn’t keep track of things? She’d said she wasn’t worried about money.

      “Damn, I am so sorry about that. I am such a flake.” Val giggled. “Is it too late to come now? I could be there in a few minutes.”

      “Practice is over. We’ve all left the building.” Tara shook her head at nothing, still walking home. Val didn’t seem to be bothered by her embarrassment. She had to be embarrassed about screwing up when she was supposed to come do some reporting.

      Val sighed in disappointment. “Can’t blame you, I guess. Um, okay. Let’s reschedule this. Or do you not want to do it anymore?”

      Tara was mad, but she wasn’t that mad. Anyway, flaking out on the team once wasn’t that big of a deal. It was inconvenient, but they’d been able to get on with their practice anyway. Tara might have been a little distracted as captain, but her team had still practiced well.

      Most important, she didn’t want any other team to get the story written about them. If Val failed to show up again, that would probably make this thing more trouble than it was worth, but Tara would be unfair to not give her another chance.

      “Yeah, let’s reschedule. Our next practice is on Tuesday. Does that work for you?”

      Val snorted. “Tuesday is great for me. Are you having practice then? It is Valentine’s Day.”

      Okay, maybe Tara couldn’t be too upset with Val for losing track of the day—though it did bother her that Val didn’t seem to take her error seriously. She had obviously lost track of the days, too. “Is it?” She counted out the dates in her head—yeah, if today was the eleventh, then Tuesday was the fourteenth, Valentine’s day. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Well, no one asked to skip out on practice, so as far as I know it’s still on. I certainly don’t have any other plans.”

      She tried not to sound resentful when she said the last sentence. She could easily find a Valentine’s Day date if she wanted one. Roller derby was more important, though. She would only cancel practice for a holiday if it meant that most of the girls were going to be out of town, like they had been over the winter holidays.

      “Perfect. What time on Tuesday?”

      “Come at seven.” And she would aim to start the break at seven-fifteen.

      “Seven PM, right?”

      “Yes, of course. Derby girls don’t get up early.”

      Val laughed again. “Good. I just want to make sure it sticks in my head.”

      “Try writing it down,” Tara advised, trying not to be sarcastic. She’d reached her building, and slowly began to climb the stairs.

      “Oh, that’s an idea. I might not remember to look at it again, but it will stick better. Thanks!”

      Tara couldn’t help but soften, her anger fading. Val was so genuinely thankful for what seemed to Tara to be an obvious tip. Maybe it wasn’t so obvious to everyone. “No problem. I write everything down. I’m not sure I could keep track of it otherwise.”

      “Do you use a calendar or something?”

      “No, just a notebook. It’s not exactly pretty to look at, but it has all my information in it.” Actually, she used several notebooks—one for roller derby, one for work, and at least one for whatever she was doing in her spare time. Right now her personal notebook kept track of her progress saving up for a down payment. But Val didn’t need all those details. Really, no one (possibly not even Tara) needed all those details. But she liked them.

      “That seems like a lot of work.”

      “It’s easier than forgetting appointments.” Tara rolled her eyes.

      “Ouch!” Val sounded pleased rather than offended. “Maybe I’ll try out something like it.”

      “Anyway, I have to go. I’ll see you on Tuesday, right?”

      “Tuesday at seven,” Val said. “I swear I’ll be there this time.”
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      Tara really didn’t want to get her hopes up this time.

      Since Val had reminded her of the holiday, she mentioned at the beginning of practice that she knew it was Valentine’s Day and some people might have plans with their girlfriends, but that they wouldn’t get to leave practice early. As it turned out, every member of the team who wasn’t single had a girlfriend who was also a roller-derby player. None of them had even considered making plans for a practice night.

      Unfortunately, that whole conversation just kept Val at the forefront of Tara’s mind. She tried to push it away; if Val didn’t show up, she didn’t want to be mad like she had been on Saturday. She didn’t need that in her life. The space in her brain was too important to be taken up by being mad at someone who, when you got right down to it, really didn’t matter to her.

      She made herself focus on the practice, taking the girls through laps and drills. She tried not to pay attention to the clock.

      It didn’t work, of course; she kept looking anyway, and she noticed when seven o’clock came and went. So when she saw the door at the front of the building finally open at a few minutes past seven, she called a halt to the reverse laps they were doing and skated toward the front.

      Despite her annoyance, Tara caught her breath at the sight of Val—there was certainly no chance that it was anyone but Val—illuminated by the light of the track and set off by the darkness behind her. She was just as cute as her voice had promised… no, cuter, if that were possible. She was shorter than Tara—so were most girls, but Val had a slightness that made her look even smaller than her height, despite the pea coat she was wearing and the large camera that hung at her chest. She had dark, bobbed hair that shone in the bright lights, a heart-shaped face, and the edges of tattoos peeking out of her shirt around her collarbone.

      She was already smiling, but when she caught sight of Tara, her smile widened, lighting up her whole face, from her pointed chin to her startlingly bright blue eyes. She let the door swing shut behind her. “You must be Tara.”

      Tara hopped off the track onto the carpet so she could get closer to Val. She stuck her hand out. “And you’re Val. Nice to meet you.”

      “You, too.” Val was looking Tara curiously up and down. Tara braced herself, but Val only said—with seemingly genuine curiosity—”Is that how you always dress for roller derby? It’s pretty intimidating.”

      Tara laughed. She was wearing a loose black muscle shirt that showed off her arms and shoulders, black spandex shorts, and every piece of protective gear possible: helmet, mouth guard, elbow pads, knee pads, and wrist braces. “For games I put on fishnets and shorter shorts. And we all have our shirts with our derby names and numbers on them, of course.”

      “Derby names?” Val looked up eagerly, reaching for a bag by her side and pulling out a notebook.

      Tara held up a hand, though she was a bit puzzled. She’d mentioned derby names on the original phone call with Val—didn’t she remember that? “Just a minute. Let’s all look over the model releases first so we know what we’re getting into.” Her heart was beating hard, and she wasn’t entirely sure why, except that she thought she could go back and forth with Val for hours if she didn’t have a team to take care of.

      “Didn’t you read them?” Val put the notebook away and pulled out a sheaf of papers on a clipboard.

      “Yes, but I don’t want you to start getting information until everyone has agreed. Maybe some people will change their minds.” Tara took the clipboard and looked at the first page. It appeared to be the same model release she’d already read.

      The team had, of course, gathered in a mass at the side of the track. When Tara turned around and started handing out copies of the model release, they were snatched quickly out of her hand. The girls skated a bit away so they could all read their own copies, except for Leya, who stayed behind.

      Leya took a deep breath and, her eyes fixed on the carpet somewhere between their feet, spoke in a quiet but audible voice. “I’m all right with being in the paper, but only if you don’t show my face, and don’t use my real name.”

      “I can absolutely do that!” Val pulled out the notebook again. “What name would you like me to use?”

      “Leya Out.” Leya didn’t pick up her eyes, but her voice grew stronger. “That’s my derby name.”

      “Fantastic,” Val proclaimed. “If you have special names for derby, I want to use them all.”

      Tara was half listening to the conversation as she read over her copy of the release, making sure it didn’t differ from the one she’d already read. But knew she would have been right to believe Val—it was exactly the same.

      “Do I need to sign this?” Leya asked.

      “Nope, if I’m not using your face, then there’s no point in the release. If I do happen to get pictures with your face in them and we have the release, my boss might decide that it’s legally okay to use those pictures. Are you sure, though? It’s such a cute face.”

      Tara turned just in time to see Leya smile, but she handed back the unsigned release. Tara held out her signed one. “Thanks for being willing to work with us.”

      “Hey, I’m not going to be an asshole,” Val said, stuffing the unsigned release back in her bag. “This is supposed to be fun.”

      “Isn’t it supposed to be your job?”

      “I wouldn’t do it if it wasn’t fun!” Val took Tara’s signed release and grinned at her, fluttering her eyelashes. “Good, I can use your gorgeous face in the article.”

      “You’d better use me,” Tara said with a laugh. “I’m the team captain. I want to be the first face out there.”

      “That would definitely get people reading the article!”

      Tara tried to come up with a response about having Val’s picture in the paper with her articles, but before she could formulate it, Mindy skated back with her signed release, quickly followed by Kristine, Lisa, Helen, and the others. Tara introduced them one by one. “This is Thin White Duchess.”

      Val laughed. “A Bowie reference! My type of girl.”

      “Patty Whack.”

      “Oh, you’re Irish? Kiss me for luck?”

      Val flirted with everyone as they handed over their releases, until Gayle and Shelly approached, hand-in-hand, Gayle looking nervous and Shelly looking grim. Tara bit her lip with worry. Were they refusing to sign? They hadn’t argued earlier—they’d both seemed pretty happy with the release, and Shelly was interested in being in the paper.

      Tara glanced back at Val just in time to see her reaction. Her eyes went wide and her face paled. However, she didn’t say anything, and Gayle and Shelly did actually hand her signed releases.

      “This is Sir Blocksalot,” Tara said uncertainly, gesturing to Gayle, “and Mary Shelley’s Monster.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Val said, turning toward Shelly, her face relaxing a little. “Your name matches the team. You used to be captain, right?”

      Shelly’s thin-lipped expression turned to a more ordinary frown. “Yes, but I don’t want to talk about that.”

      “Oh, that’s absolutely fine.”

      “Everybody take five,” Tara said, turning to the team. “Get some water and snacks. I’ll figure this out with Val and we’ll get some pictures in.”

      Everyone turned back to the locker room—everyone except Tiffany, whom Tara had forgotten. She had her arms crossed and her lower lip sucked into her mouth. The release was crushed in her hand.

      “If you don’t want to sign, you don’t have to,” Tara told her. “I’m sure Val will have enough girls to take pictures of.”

      “I don’t want to be in any pictures,” Tiffany said. “I’m not going to be on this team for much longer. It doesn’t seem right.”

      Tara nodded. She’d be happier with Tiffany out of the article, too. “Can we do that, Val? No pictures of Freakin Meowt, nothing about her in the article?”

      “Yeah, sure.” Val took the crushed release. “I just hope you don’t do anything spectacular.”

      Tiffany grimaced. “Don’t worry.” With that, she turned and skated back to the locker room.

      “Why’s she leaving?” Val asked.

      Tara shook her head. “It’s complicated. She’s looking for another team. Most of the team doesn’t know the story, and I definitely don’t want them to find out from The Big Whirl.”

      “Oh, sorry! I was just curious.” Val pulled out her notebook again and grinned up at Tara. “Now you haven’t told me your derby name yet.”

      Tara laughed. “I guess I forgot. I’m Tower of Tara.”

      Val scribbled that down, then looked up again, fluttering her eyelashes. “You want me to climb you?”

      Tara had no idea how to respond to that. Flirting seemed to come as easily to this girl as breathing—except with Gayle and Shelly. “What was that about with—”

      “Gayle?” Val grimaced and rubbed the back of her neck. “Yeah, sorry, that was awkward. If I’d known she was on this team… well, it seems like an awesome team, and I’m glad she signed the release anyway. It was sort of a failed hookup.”

      “Gayle? Really?”

      “You surprised by the failed, or the hookup?”

      “The—well, it doesn’t matter.” She did not need to be thinking about her players’ sex lives. Not that she would judge any of them—she was hardly in a position to judge—it just had nothing whatsoever to do with roller derby. “Back to business. How do you want to do this? We skate pretty fast, so I don’t know how you’ll get good pictures.” Tara glanced down at Val’s bag. “It doesn’t look like you brought any skates.”

      Val’s eyes widened again. “I don’t own skates. You really think I won’t be able to keep up?”

      “Maybe we can do some posed shots,” Tara said. Of course no one on foot could keep up with the team on skates. “Or a slow-motion drill or two.”

      “I don’t want to take time away from your practice,” Val said. “I’ve already distracted things enough. I just want to take a whole fuckton of pictures of you guys skating normally—without Leya Out or Freakin Meowt, of course.”

      Tara shook her head. “They’ll just be blurs. Unless… what size shoe do you wear?”
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      “Hey,” Tara called, rolling into the locker room. “Anybody have a spare pair of size-seven skates?”

      Chatter quieted, but all the girls just looked around. Tara wasn’t sure if any of them had feet that small—her own feet were practically twice as big, but she’d had a lot of testosterone running through her system at the time they’d been growing.

      “Not me,” Shelly said, tossing Tara a water bottle. “Drink, captain.”

      Tara gave her a grateful nod and pulled the cap off the bottle to chug some down. She always forgot to eat and drink during practice—Shelly probably understood, having been captain herself.

      “I have size seven and a halfs,” Kristine finally offered. “If we pad her feet with an extra pair of socks or two, they might fit okay.”

      “I’ve got socks,” Helen said. “Plenty of socks. I swear they breed in here.”

      “She doesn’t want your stanky-ass gym socks,” Yesenia shouted, making them all laugh.

      “These are clean socks,” Helen said, grinning and shaking a white pair that she’d pulled out of her bag. “They sneak in there at work. We bleach the heck out of everything.”

      She handed the socks over to Tara, and Kristine came up with the extra skates. Tara finished off her water bottle and tossed it before taking the skates. “All right, ladies, start with the laps when you’re ready. I’ll get our intrepid journalist on the track right behind us.”

      She skated out of the locker room to an unexpected flash. Val was crouching by the door with her camera. When she saw Tara staring at her, she grinned guiltily up. “I figured these would be good shots, as everyone comes out of the locker room. What’s with the socks?”

      “You’re not wrong,” Tara admitted. The low angle was weird, but Val probably knew what she was doing.

      At least when it came to photography. Val was most likely unaware that in that position, with her coat off to reveal the tight T-shirt she was wearing underneath, Tara had a spectacular view of her cleavage. It was shallow, but curvy, and… Tara was going to stop thinking about that.

      Tara wasn’t going to say anything about it, either. She held up the socks and skates. “These skates might be a bit big on you, so we’ll pad your feet.”

      “Let me get these shots first.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.” Tara put down the skates and socks on a nearby bench and took herself onto the track. She needed a few laps herself.

      Once she was out there alone, just letting the track whiz by on her skates, she finally took a full, deep breath. She finally allowed herself to admit that she was scared.

      What if people read this article and didn’t like it? What if they saw what kind of a captain she really was? She had no idea what she was doing. Her plans constantly fell through. If only she’d thought about it properly beforehand, she would have told Val to bring some skates. How else would she get decent pictures of the team?

      Everyone was going to read this article and see that she was a fraud. They would know that she would never be able to lead this team to victory.

      She forced herself to breathe. They weren’t going to make her quit roller derby. She might have to change her name and move to another country so she never had to see any of these girls again, but she would be able to stay with derby.

      She snorted at her own thoughts, the absurdity making her feel better. She hadn’t even changed colleges after quitting lacrosse. There was no possible way to be such a failure at roller derby that she had to leave the country.

      As she relaxed, she realized that the rest of the team was now out on the track. She completed her lap and rolled over to where Val was on the bench, struggling with the skates.

      “Did you get some good shots?” she asked, sitting down.

      “Oh, yeah,” Val said, still focused on the skates. She finally got her foot into one, then bent down to tie the laces.

      She tied them in loose, sloppy bows and tried to stand up. Instinctively, Tara’s hand shot to her wrist and pulled her back down to her seat.

      “Whoa,” Val said, startled.

      “Sorry.” Tara pulled her hand hastily away from Val’s soft skin. She was so slender—her wrist felt as delicate as a bird in Tara’s grasp. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      Val turned her head and gave her a lazy smile. “No more than I wanted you to.”

      Tara looked away quickly. “Well, I’m trying to keep you from getting hurt.” She pointed at Val’s skates. “Those aren’t tied nearly tight enough. They’re going to slide under your feet, get you off-balance, and you’ll fall.”

      Val looked down at them and frowned. “I thought they were just too big.”

      Tara shook her head. “You have to tie the skates really tightly to make sure they don’t wobble.”

      Val bent, untied one of the laces, and tugged at it to pull it tight. She tied the bow again, but Tara could already see that it wasn’t tight enough.

      She sighed. “Here.”

      Tara slid off the bench and onto the floor in front of Val, reaching for her skate. Val turned slightly so they were facing each other. Tara’s head was now between Val’s knees. She held very still and carefully did not look up as she untied the skates, though she was very much aware of how close the pretty reporter’s crotch was to her face.

      She loosened the laces, then tugged the bottom ones tight. Val gasped slightly. Tara looked up quickly, her eyes skimming past Val’s body to get to her face. “Are you all right? Does that hurt?”

      Val shook her head quickly. “No, I was just startled. Go on, I’ll be expecting it next time.”

      Tara nodded and went back to work, trying not to notice how Val shifted in her seat again, her knees spreading apart.

      When she had tightened all the laces as far as it felt comfortable to go and tied a double knot, she patted Val’s knee—then pulled her hand away. That was very unprofessional of her. “How does that feel? Move your foot back and forth. Does it hurt at all? Any numbness?”

      Val shifted her foot slightly. “No,” she said, though her voice was dubious. “It’s fine. It feels weird to not have the shoe move at all.”

      “You’ll get used to it,” Tara promised, though she didn’t know if it was a promise she could keep. It had been so long since she’d first gotten on skates that she didn’t remember how long it had taken her to get used to them.

      She tightened and re-tied the other skate a bit more quickly, checked with Val again, and then pulled herself to her feet, leaning on the bench. “All right, come on. Those ladies are getting tired of doing laps.” She looked back over her shoulder to make sure she wasn’t lying and saw Megan, Mindy, and Helen either practicing their jamming or somehow playing tag among the other skaters. She wasn’t sure if Mindy and Helen had a chance against Megan, their speed demon, but it would be a good challenge for them.

      And yes, they were clearly getting bored.

      When she turned back, Val was still sitting. She frowned. “Do you want to get those pictures or what?”

      Val stared at her. “Uh, I sort of fell backward.”

      Tara didn’t mean to laugh at her, but it bubbled up anyway. “Right, you’ve never been on skates before, have you?”

      “Not since I was a little kid, and I was never very good at it then.”

      Tara held out her hand. Val put her own hand in it quickly. It was barely half the size of Tara’s, pale against her dark skin. Tara tried not to dwell on details, instead pulling her quickly to her feet. “You have to use your forward momentum. Come on.” She skated slowly backward, bringing Val toward the track along with her.

      They bumped onto the smooth wooden surface of the track, and Tara let go of Val’s hand. Immediately, Val started windmilling her arms, leaning back and forth. Tara couldn’t help it—she cracked up. Finally, Val grabbed onto the low wall to keep herself in place, but Tara couldn’t stop laughing. Behind her, a few other people seemed to be laughing, too.

      “We have a true newbie here,” Tara said, turning as she spoke and grinning at the team. “We’re going to have to go easy on her.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Shelly called. She was one of the few who weren’t laughing. She swooped in, her momentum bringing her right to the wall in front of Val. “Just pull yourself along the wall like this.” She demonstrated, grabbing the carpeted wall with one hand, then the other, as though she were using her hands to walk along the wall, the wheels on her skates allowing her to move forward.

      Frowning, Val followed her example. She moved quickly enough, but shook her head. “I can’t do this and take pictures at the same time. I should just stay on the sidelines.”

      “Fine,” Tara said, raising her eyebrows. “If you’re so sure, get on the other side of the wall, and we’ll do a scrimmage while you take your pictures. Just try to keep up with us.”

      While Val clawed her way back to the track’s entrance, Tara turned back to her team and tried to think back to her practice plan. Who had she wanted to put together for the first scrimmage? She thought she remembered, but she wasn’t sure. Normally she would check her plan book during the halftime break, but she hadn’t had a chance today.

      She decided to just go with what she thought she remembered, even though she had a sinking feeling that she was totally screwing up and the teams weren’t going to be a good match. It was better than making them wait for her. Of course, Tiffany and Leya Out were both going to be on the track while Val tried to take pictures—but Tara was pretty confident that she wasn’t going to be able to get decent pictures at a standstill anyway.

      She called out the names, pointing them to different parts of the track. Megan and Leya got their helmet covers; as the jammers, they would wear stars on their helmets unless they needed to pass the jammer role, and the helmet cover with the star, to a different player. Those not participating in this scrimmage retreated to the sidelines, and Tara blew the whistle for them to begin.

      She watched from the wall. They were doing well, of course, but they always did well. She was pleased to see that Megan wasn’t favoring her shoulder at all—she’d had an injury during the last season, but it seemed that the influence of the team and her girlfriend had been successful in forcing her to stay relaxed and off the track for longer than she wanted to, until the injury had fully healed.

      Leya seemed to be holding back a little. Maybe she was nervous. Tara swore inwardly. She shouldn’t have put her on the track—but she couldn’t keep Leya and Tiffany entirely out of the practice, either. That wouldn’t be fair to anyone. Was there ever a right choice in these things?

      She could hear Val snapping away, clomping a few steps (she was trying to walk in the skates as though they were shoes), swearing under her breath. Or maybe not so under her breath, if Tara could hear it over the shouts and thumps of the scrimmage.

      She forced herself to keep her attention on the players. Much as she wanted to know what Val was thinking, if she was getting anything like a good shot, if she thought they were playing well…

      No. The reporter wasn’t important. It was the team that was important, and Tara had to find ways to make them better and better.

      Yeah, Leya was definitely holding back. She wasn’t doing poorly, but the knowledge that Val was out there was making her hesitate. Tara frowned. She didn’t have to ask what Leya’s problem was today. She just had to find a way to solve it.

      Her watch beeped, signaling the end of the jam, and she blew her whistle. Megan’s scrimmage team had double the points of Leya’s. “Take a break for a minute,” she called to them. “I’ll set up another team.”

      She skated over to Val. “Did you get anything?”

      “A couple of shots,” Val said, frowning in frustration at her camera. She was jabbing a button on the back of the camera with her finger as though it had personally offended her. Tara couldn’t help smiling at her almost childlike irritation. “You’re right, you guys move really fast, and I don’t have the super-fast camera I would need. But I don’t know how to skate, and I definitely can’t keep steady enough to take pictures while I’m learning to skate.”

      Tara looked over at the team, chatting and laughing—except for Leya and Tiffany, who were both looking her way and frowning. A spark connected in her brain. She lifted her arm and snapped her fingers at the two of them. Leya raised her eyebrows, and Tara nodded to her. They both made their way over, looking apprehensive.

      “I have a special assignment for the two of you,” Tara told them, unable to hold back a grin. “Only if you want, of course, but I think it’ll be interesting. Since neither of you want your picture in the paper, you can be the photographer’s assistants. Can you two skate along with her to keep her moving and steady without getting in the way of the camera?”

      Tiffany started to laugh. Val stared, her mouth open, then grinned. Leya, characteristically quiet, just nodded.

      “I don’t know if we’ll be able to keep up with the pack skating like that,” Tiffany said. “But it’s worth a shot, for sure.”

      “If I can just move a little faster, I’m sure I’ll be able to get better photos,” Val said. “Or if I had a much better camera with a higher shutter speed, but faster might be easier right now.”

      “Hold your hands up like you’re taking a picture,” Tiffany said. Val lifted the camera to her face. Tiffany maneuvered herself beside Val and took her elbow. “I think we can pull you along like this. Is that okay?”

      “No,” Val said, lowering her camera and looking rueful. “If you jostle my elbows, it’ll mess up my pictures. Why don’t you just take my waist? I don’t mind being groped.” She winked. Tara looked away as Tiffany and Leya laughed.

      “You three work this out while I get everyone else on the track,” she said. “I really can’t take too much time out of practice. Val, we can always have you back again if you don’t get enough good pictures today.”

      “I hope we can,” Val said. Tara nodded at them and went back to the rest of the team.

      She split them up into scrimmage teams again, this time just leaving herself and Megan on the benches. Megan complained, but Tara went back into coach mode, sending the girls to their correct lines and blowing the whistles to get them going. She studiously ignored Val, Tiffany, and Leya; she could see movement out of the corner of her eye, but kept her eyes on the game.

      Tara was taking mental notes on Christy’s form, seeing that she was favoring her left side a bit, when an additional dark blur went past the pack. She turned her head, startled, to see that Val and the teammates had worked things out; Leya was crouched down in front, her hands on Val’s skate laces, and Tiffany was behind her providing the muscle, gripping Val’s waist.

      Megan cracked up, and Tara smiled, but forced herself to turn her attention back to the scrimmage. Both teams were acquitting themselves well, so she hoped Val was getting some good pictures. She hoped that the pictures would show that she had a great team—that she was a good leader.

      When the scrimmage ended (with a more-even score this time), Tara skated over to Val. “How did it go?”

      “It was great,” she said, flushed and laughing. “I got some really good shots. But how come you weren’t on the track?”

      “Oh, I have to watch everybody,” Tara said. “It’s part of my job to see how everyone is doing and help them find ways to get better. Or ride their ass if they’re not performing as well as they ought to be.” She raised her eyebrows at Leya with the last comment.

      Leya frowned at her. “You need to practice, too.”

      “I want to get some pictures with you in them,” Val said, holding up the camera. “Especially if I’m going to talk about you so much in the article. Please?”

      Tara rolled her eyes, but Val’s appeal to her ego was working. “You’re right, I should get in on the next scrimmage.”

      That was probably written down in her plan. She did know that she wasn’t going to be representing her team in the best way possible if she didn’t give herself time to practice—she could make the rest of the team amazing with her coaching, but if she looked bad next to them, that would just drag the whole team down.

      “All right, let’s go then,” she said, making up her mind. “Tiffany and Leya, I’ll keep you with Val for the rest of the day if you don’t mind, but I’ll be working you extra hard on Thursday.”

      Tiffany nodded. Leya grinned and gave her a thumbs-up. Tara told Christy to watch her right side, then formed them up into scrimmage teams again.

      She thought she acquitted herself well during the practice, though she still wasn’t at the top of her game, since she was watching everyone else. How had Shelly done it? Maybe that had been one of the reasons she’d decided to step down as captain—she didn’t want to sacrifice her own playing for the team’s benefit anymore.

      Tara knew she would never be one of the best players. She’d realized that last fall, when five others had been invited to try out for Philadelphia’s all-star tournament team and she’d been left out. Ever since then, she’d been determined to show that she was a great sportswoman in other ways. Everything had worked out well for her so far, with Shelly choosing to step down just as Tara was dithering over her next move.

      Unless she crashed and burned, everything was continuing to work out well.
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      Practice ran a little long, what with all the interruptions (in addition to Tara needing to talk to Val, a few of the players kept asking for individual or group posed shots, and Val was happy to oblige them), but Tara finally dismissed them. She stayed out on the track as everyone else headed in to the locker room, watching them to make sure no one seemed upset or injured.

      “That was really cool,” Val said, staring at her camera and pressing the button on the back rapidly with her thumb. “I’m definitely going to have to come to an actual roller-derby game sometime.”

      “The real bouts are even more intense than the scrimmages,” Tara said, skating over to her. “Especially with the crowd screaming the whole time.”

      Val looked up and grinned. “I believe it. I’ve actually been meaning to check out roller derby for a while, but something always comes up. All the girls are so hot, though, with the muscles and everything.” She eyed Tara, who was suddenly too self-conscious to even make a teasing gesture to show her muscles.

      “I’ll get you a schedule once the season starts up again.”

      “So when is that?” Val asked, scrambling to pull out her notebook. “And is there a website or something people can go to? Not much point in featuring the team in an article if I can’t tell people how to see more, right?”

      Tara laughed. “Sure. The season will start in May.” She gave Val the details, and Val scribbled them down. Helen and Mindy both walked past with their gear, waving to Tara, and Tara waved back at them.

      “Now you never answered my question at the beginning,” Val said. “What’s with the names? They’re a lot of fun, but is there a deeper meaning behind them?”

      “Sometimes,” Tara said. “Why don’t we head to the locker room and I can get changed while we talk?”

      “Are you sure that’s okay?” Val said. “I’d kind of feel like a perv talking to you while you’re taking off your clothes. Not that I would mind looking.”

      “You can stand outside the door and I’ll shout answers,” Tara said, waving to Megan, Gayle, and Shelly as they left. “It seems like it’s clearing out, and I want to get off my feet.”

      “Oh, sure. Actually, I should give back these socks and skates, shouldn’t I?”

      “Right. Keep the socks—Helen’s already gone and I don’t think she wanted them back anyway, but the skates are Kristine’s.”

      No one objected to Val’s presence in the locker room or her lascivious comments; anyway, they were already back in their regular clothes. Kristine took the skates back and flirted with Val, who flirted back. She was distracted long enough for Tara (who was still feeling oddly self-conscious) to get changed into her own clothes.

      Val finally sat down next to Tara with her notebook. “The names?”

      “The idea of the derby names is that we have a different persona when we’re on the track,” Tara explained. “No matter how shy, quiet, self-conscious, weak, or fragile we may feel off the track, on it we’re somebody different. We’re tough and strong, and we use names that show what badasses we are.”

      Val looked her up and down. “You don’t seem like you have any trouble being tough and strong.”

      Tara grinned as she applied lotion to her legs and arms. “Some people need more or less separation of their derby personas from their real-life ones.”

      “Is that why some people have their own names in their derby names, and some don’t?” Val asked, scribbling notes.

      “That’s part of it, or it might just be that they came up with a really good pun based on their own name and couldn’t resist it. In case you didn’t figure it out, Tower of Tara is a combination of my name, a joke on my height, and the Tower of Terror, implying that I am terrifying to my opponents.” Should she talk about how much she loved her name, the one she’d chosen for herself when starting her transition years ago? She didn’t think she’d mentioned to Val yet that she was transgender. Should she mention it? Did she want it going in the article? On the one hand, she liked her privacy; she didn’t want to come out to total strangers. On the other hand, she wanted to show anyone who might be potentially interested in derby that there was no prejudice among players.

      Val had been nodding along. “Right, I figured that, but it’s good to hear it in your own words. Good quote for the article.”

      Tara looked around the locker room. Kasey and Lisa were the only ones left. “Do you want to talk to anyone else about their names? We’ve got Vegavenger and Jenny Greenteeth here. I don’t know how long your article needs to be…”

      “More information is always good,” Val said enthusiastically, turning to look for the last two. “Do you want to tell me about your derby names?”

      Kasey came forward eagerly, and Tara used the opportunity to get up and walk around the outside of the track, checking to make sure no one had lost anything or dropped any trash. As usual, they’d left the place clean. By the time she got back to the locker room, Kasey and Lisa were both leaving. It was just Tara and Val.

      Feeling oddly nervous, she went back to the almost-empty locker room. “Did you get some good information?”

      “I think so,” Val said. “But I want more! How did you get into roller derby?”

      “It’s not that complicated,” Tara said with a shrug. “I’ve always been into sports—I like to keep myself moving and keep my body in shape. Some friends dragged me to a roller-derby bout right after we graduated from college, and I fell in love.”

      “That’s super cool. What made you want to become a team captain?”

      “That’s hard to explain. I guess I just wanted to get myself to the next level in sportsmanship, you know? I’m a good player—”

      “You looked amazing to me.”

      Tara laughed. “Well, that’s nice of you to say, but seriously, I’m not the best on my team and while we may be one of the best teams in the city, our all-star team is officially only second best after last year’s tournament.”

      “There’s an all-star team?” Val was scribbling even more wildly, flipping pages in her notebook so hard they looked like they would tear.

      It was hard to keep from laughing again at Val’s excited wonder. “Yeah, they pick the best players in the city to go to an all-star tournament every year. The team is called the Sisterly Love All-Stars.”

      “And you’re on it?”

      “No, no. Meg—Margaret Splatwood, Leya Out, and Sir Blocksalot were on it last year. If you want to talk to one of them about the experience, I can put them in touch with you and see if they’re interested.”

      “That would be cool. I don’t want to widen the scope of the article too much, though. What does the all-star team have to do with you wanting to be captain?”

      At least Val was getting back on topic. Tara took a deep breath to continue. “I could see that I wasn’t likely to make it onto that team, so I figured my leadership skills are my next best strength. I could lead a team to being the best in the city—at least I hope I can. I was thinking about leaving this team to find a different one to captain for a while, but Shelly decided to step down before I had to make a move.”

      Tara was leaving out a lot, but this article wasn’t supposed to be an in-depth biography of the captain of Monstrous Regiment. Val didn’t need to know about Tara’s history playing college lacrosse. And she definitely didn’t need to know about Tara’s insecurities.

      Nobody needed to know about that. Tara wished she could stop thinking about it herself.

      “So it worked out well for you,” Val said.

      “Yeah, it really did,” Tara said, wondering how Val had come up with the same thoughts Tara herself had been having earlier. “I didn’t have to leave my team—maybe you can see; we’re almost like family.”

      “Hmm.” Val’s mutter didn’t exactly agree with what Tara had said, but it didn’t exactly disagree, either. Tara winced. Everything had been strained since what Tiffany did.

      She was going to have to give Tiffany an ultimatum, wasn’t she? Find a new team or just give an end date, so Tara could hold tryouts for her replacement. Maybe after today Tiffany would be feeling the urgency as well.

      “Did you have any other questions?” Tara asked.

      “I think I have enough for a good article,” Val said, looking up from her notebook. “There’s obviously a lot more that I haven’t even scratched the surface on. It’s all so interesting.”

      “Yeah, I can see that you didn’t do much research before you started on this assignment,” Tara teased.

      Val grinned sheepishly, rubbing the back of her neck. “I guess I thought I knew everything important about roller derby already. I can see I was wrong.”

      “What did you know?”

      “Mostly that roller-derby girls are way hot. And I have been proven right in spades.” Val eyed Tara up and down again.

      Tara held herself back from looking Val up and down the same way. The more she chatted with her, the cuter she seemed, but it would be unprofessional. She didn’t want Val to think—or anyone to have any reason to think—that Tara was just flirting to get Val to write a more flattering article about them.

      “Well, it is a workout,” she said. “If you want to get a better sense of how hard we work, I’d be happy to teach you to skate. You can rent some skates in your size—that’ll give you more confidence in them.”

      “Oh, would you?” Val batted her eyes. Tara cursed herself inwardly, even as she couldn’t help but grin back at Val’s coquettish look. She was flirting, and she hadn’t even intended to.

      “I was actually thinking,” Val continued in a more serious tone, “that if my editor is willing to go for it, I’d love to write a whole series on this team as you go through a season. Especially if some of you will be on the all-star team again—I think our readers would really be into hearing the whole story of a Philadelphia team playing against other Philadelphia teams and then going on to play against teams around the world.”

      “Well, around the country,” Tara said, but her mind and heart were racing. How amazing would it be to have her team’s story told for an entire season? And she would again have to be sure to snap Val up before another team did—any of them might have players ready to go to the all-stars. Hell, some of them were probably more likely than Monstrous; Rolling in the Street had had four players on the Sisterly Love All-Stars last year, and the Rittenhouse Rioters had a few, as well.

      Other teams might also be easier to deal with—so she didn’t want Val to go find that out. The other teams probably didn’t have anybody the reporter would have awkward interactions with, and they probably didn’t have difficult players who wanted to avoid having their names or faces in the paper.

      Better to get that out in the open before they went any further. “I’d love to do that,” she said, turning back to Val. “But I’d have to talk to the team, of course. It might be harder for you to keep Leya out of the paper if you’re following the whole team.”

      Val nodded. “Of course, I understand. I did chat with a couple of other captains and they were more hesitant, though.”

      Tara bit her lip. “But that was before you saw that Gayle and Shelly were on this team. Will you be comfortable with following them? You seemed a bit freaked to see Gayle again.”

      Val laughed. “To be honest, I was just embarrassed. I might have gotten a little overexcited when I met Gayle, and she turned out not to be into me at all.”

      “Really?”

      “I thought she had someone else she was into, but then I wondered if it was just ego. If she has a girlfriend now, though, maybe that’s what was going on. But you should definitely talk to her. If being around me is embarrassing for her, then I want to leave her alone.”

      “Right.” Tara bent down and fished around in her bag for her roller-derby notebook. “I’m going to lose track of all the questions.”

      “You’re organized,” Val said admiringly as Tara wrote down that she needed to set an end date with Tiffany, talk to Leya and Gayle privately, and then talk to the team as a whole about having Val follow them around.

      “I try to be,” Tara said. “Otherwise I’ll lose track of things. And it’s a habit from work, where I always have to have a paper trail.”

      “That’s very responsible of you. I like it.” Val winked.

      “Okay, well, I’ll get in touch when I talk to the team.” Tara stood. “Oh, or before we’ve made any decisions, if you want me to teach you to skate.”

      “I’d love that.” Val’s eyes sparkled as she stood.

      “Especially if you’re going to follow this team, or any team, around for the whole season. I won’t be able to spare two players to pull you around in the future.”

      Val laughed. “I get it. I’d rather everyone behaved normally anyway. And it looks like a lot of fun.”

      “It’s a ton of fun. Maybe you should try out. I think you’d like it.”

      Val bit her lip. “Are you going to have tryouts?”

      “Probably soon. Hey, if you joined the team, you’d have a much more direct view on everything for the paper.”

      “That would be… something.” For the first time, Tara noticed that Val had a pierced tongue. She tried not to think about it. Val was a reporter—she was not going to ask questions about the tongue ring.

      “How about I give you a call on Friday? We have another practice on Thursday, so I’ll be able to talk to the team then.” Tara grabbed her coat. All her sweat had dried by now, and she did not want to be heading out there into the cold.

      “Perfect.” Val pulled her coat on as well. “I’ll be around.”
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      Tara entered practice on Thursday with renewed determination. If there was any chance that the team was going to have a reporter following them around all season, they would have to live up to it. They would have to be paragons of roller derby.

      She would have to lead them there.

      She sent them through a series of difficult drills for the first half of practice, shouting out instructions and corrections as she ran through the drills with them. This made everything almost twice as hard for her, because she was having to use some of her lung capacity to shout instead of just breathing, but she wasn’t allowing herself to be anything less than an excellent role model for her team.

      During the break, she sucked down water and checked her notebook, reminding herself of the little chats she needed to have. She pulled Tiffany out of the break room and to a bench at the back of the building, where no one would run into them accidentally.

      “We have to get this worked out,” she told Tiffany.

      Tiffany nodded glumly. “I know. I need to shape up or ship out.”

      “You’re doing fine in terms of skill, but you’re not meshing with the team anymore. And if I’m going to try out new girls, I need to know when. Have you been trying out with other teams?”

      “Not exactly trying out,” Tiffany said, looking at her skates. “I’ve been talking to some other captains to see if they’ll take me on. None of them are holding open tryouts or even really looking for new players at this point, though.”

      “Well, I’m not going to pick a date for you.” Tara touched Tiffany’s shoulder to make her look up. “But I want you to pick a date. Figure out what your last day will be.”

      Tiffany took a deep breath. “End of the month. I’ll be out of here by March.”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure? You can have a couple days to think about it.” She was impressed by Tiffany’s willingness to state a firm end date—but not impressed enough to keep her on the team.

      Tiffany nodded. “If I haven’t found another team by then, maybe I just need a break.”

      “Maybe that is what you need.” Tara nodded. “Okay, then. Let’s see, the last Saturday of the month is the twenty-fifth.” That gave her a little over a week. That was probably enough time to get a few people to try out. Or if no one showed up, she could always hold tryouts again in another two weeks. “I’ll hold the tryouts then, during our regular morning practice. You don’t have to come, but you can if you want to. And I’ll let the rest of the team know.”

      Tiffany let out a shaky breath. “All right.”

      Tara walked Tiffany back to the locker room, then looked around for Gayle and Leya. Leya looked less distracted, so Tara dragged her off for a private talk first.

      “Is everything okay?” Leya asked, looking worried. “I didn’t mess things up with the reporter, did I?”

      Tara shook her head. “No, everything’s great. Actually, she wants to go through a whole season with us, writing articles about every step along the way, if her editor is okay with that. I wanted to check with you, since you’re the most likely to object.”

      “That’s absolutely fine,” Leya said quickly. “As long as she continues to not use my face or real name, I think it’s great.”

      “She wants to follow us to the all-star team if possible,” Tara told her. “If you’re on that team again, it might be trickier to keep you out of it. I don’t really know what she’ll want to do—I’m just speculating. I want to make sure you’re okay with any possibility.”

      Leya nodded and stared at the bench, running her finger back and forth along the metal edging. “I’ll deal with it. It’s not even a guarantee that she’ll be able to do all the articles, right?”

      “That’s true, but I don’t want you to agree based on one possibility. I want you to be okay with all possibilities.” Tara tried to see what Leya was thinking, read her thoughts through her expression, but she had always been hard to read. She was such a private person that Tara had often wondered what drew her to roller derby, but had never wanted to ask. Maybe she, like Tara, was facing her fears.

      “No, that’s not it. But this seems like a great thing for the team, and everybody would be really enthusiastic about it. I want to do it for everyone else. You know what I mean.” She looked up and flashed a brief smile.

      Tara smiled back, relieved. It would be so much fun to have Val back here taking pictures of them again. “I know exactly what you mean. Okay, if you’re sure you’ll be fine with it, I’ll talk to her.”

      Leya stood up and nodded, then headed to the track alone. Tara went back to the locker room, intending to talk to Gayle next, but when she reached the rest of the team she found them getting rowdy—Mindy and Kristine seemed to be daring Megan to try doing a handstand with her skates on, which just seemed unsanitary on the locker-room floor.

      “All right, ladies!” Tara barked at them. “Mindy, Kristine, Megan, go wash your hands, do you know where that floor’s been? Everyone else, let’s get out there. We want to kick ass when the season starts, don’t we?”

      Everyone cheered, even Mindy, Kristine, and Megan on their way out the door to the bathroom. Tara led them back out onto the track and into another series of drills. Today she’d decided to skip scrimmages so she could keep everyone on the track the whole time, but she had them working hard, skating in complicated patterns, using the wall and their teammates to bank off. She was starting to lose her voice by the end of practice and sweat was dripping into her eyes.

      It was a good day.

      But she still had to talk to them.

      “One more thing,” Tara called as everyone returned to the locker room to get changed. “Next Saturday, the twenty-fifth, we’re holding tryouts. We’re going to have an open position soon and I want to fill it before the season starts, to get the new girl properly indoctrinated. So if you have any friends you want to get into roller derby, now is the time!”

      She deliberately didn’t name Tiffany—everyone probably knew by now that she was the one leaving anyway. As chatter about the tryouts started to grow, she took a step to where Gayle was and tapped her on the shoulder.

      “Can we have a quick chat?”

      “Sure,” said Gayle, still laughing at something Shelly had said. She looked over her shoulder as she followed Tara out of the room.

      “So Val told me how you two know each other,” Tara said once they were out of earshot of the girls in the locker room.

      “Oh,” Gayle said, her cheeks going slightly pink. “Right. That’s not going to be a problem, is it? She seemed fine.”

      “She was,” Tara said, nodding. “I just want to make sure it’s not a problem for you. She wants to follow the team through the whole season—you know, writing articles every step of the way, up to and including the all-star team. If it’s uncomfortable for you to be around her, I don’t want to make things difficult for you.”

      Gayle smiled. “You just want to make sure I’m not distracted on the track.”

      “That’s my top priority.” Tara grinned. “You’re one of our best players and I don’t want you missing a block because you’re thinking about a reporter’s tits.”

      She shouldn’t have said that. Just the suggestion of Val’s breasts sent an entirely unbidden mental image into Tara’s mind. She had no idea what Val might look like topless… well, that wasn’t true. She had something of an idea, but it was mostly imagination.

      And it wasn’t something she should be thinking about. It would only distract her.

      Gayle went pinker, but she laughed. “No, that’s not a problem. Believe me. I was embarrassed to see her, but I got over it. Anyway, I’m the one who rejected her, so if anyone has the right to be upset about the two of us being in one room, it’s her.”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. Once again, she was having to make sure her player was really okay with things, and not just making excuses. “It doesn’t matter whether you feel you have the right to be uncomfortable with her. If you are uncomfortable, with her, she goes.”

      Gayle shook her head. She was still smiling, and her blush was fading. “No, it’s fine. Actually, I’m pretty excited about being in the paper. I haven’t told my parents yet because it still seems kind of theoretical, but when the article comes out, I’m going to buy a bunch of copies and mail them home to my family.”

      Tara laughed, her shoulders relaxing. She was no longer worried that Gayle was just convincing herself to be okay with Val. “You know it’s online too, right?”

      Gayle shrugged. “They’ll be much more impressed by a paper article, especially if my picture is in it.” She reached out and gave Tara a quick hug. “Thanks for checking on me. You’re doing good.”

      “Thanks,” Tara said, smiling and relaxing still further. If the girlfriend of the former captain thought she was doing a good job as captain, she couldn’t be screwing up too badly.

      Unfortunately, when they got back to the locker room, she found that several girls had already left. She wouldn’t be able to talk to the team as a whole about Val coming to follow the season—not tonight, anyway.

      But she’d talked to the difficult ones, and they were both fine with it. She could probably call Val tonight or tomorrow and make tentative plans.

      No, not tonight. She still had a couple of hours before she needed to be in bed, and roller derby didn’t relax her the way it used to. Now that she was captain, she had to be alert all the time, and she couldn’t just let her brain turn off while she moved.

      She’d been thinking too much about Val—clearly, her brain was overreacting to the presence of a new, attractive woman, especially on a holiday devoted to couples, the very date reminding Tara of how single she was. She needed to go out, have a few drinks, and meet somebody.

      And hopefully get this entirely imaginary image of the reporter’s breasts out of her head.
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      The bar she ended up at, a few blocks from her apartment, wasn’t terribly full. Of course, it was a Thursday night—too early in the week for the people who just came out to have fun, and too early in the night for the people who just came out to get intoxicated.

      That was fine with Tara. She could still get her drinks, a little more personalized attention from the bartender than she would get if it were crowded, and she would still have plenty of chances to meet a girl.

      She sat at the bar, ordered a gin and tonic, and then turned to survey the room, sipping her drink slowly. She’d shed her coat and was leaning against the bar with her left arm, showing off her muscles. If she pulled this off right, the kind of girl she wanted to chat up would come and talk to her.

      It worked. A girl stood up from a table, laughing and talking to her friends at the table, to head to the restroom. A few minutes later, Tara saw her come back out, then notice Tara. She almost halted in mid-step, and headed toward the bar, no longer looking at her friends even as she walked past them. They didn’t seem to notice, but Tara certainly did.

      She kept her grin internal. It wouldn’t look good to be too cocky.

      Of course, her analytical brain was making judgments on the girl based on her appearance, even as she walked closer, a bit of a sway to her walk. She was white, blonde and pretty, slender but with curves, her makeup understated but meticulous, so she put some work into her appearance. She appeared to be a few years younger than Tara, so probably just out of college, maybe still in undergrad or starting grad school. She was dressed nicely, in an asymmetrical, charcoal-gray dress—that was too fancy for college, so she was a young professional, probably in a higher-end industry like Tara’s own.

      Tara wondered if the girl was doing the same thing in her mind, analyzing Tara’s appearance. If so, what was she seeing? Tara was a tall, muscular trans woman—not that she thought this girl was likely to care about that—with unabashedly natural hair. She probably looked a lot more butch than she really felt, especially in the loose tank top she was wearing. The leggings she was wearing could either make her look more feminine or add to the impression of sportiness. She hadn’t bothered with makeup after derby practice, so she probably would be giving the butch impression.

      This girl, with her perfect makeup and her lightly curled blonde hair, might be looking for a different type of connection than Tara had to give. But that was okay. Tara would keep an open mind. After all, she hadn’t come here looking for everlasting love—that wasn’t something to look for in a bar anyway. She just wanted someone to have a good time with.

      “Hi,” the girl said, leaning her hip up against the bar. “I’m Riley.”

      “I’m Tara,” Tara said with a nod. “Nice to meet you, Riley. Can I buy you a drink?”

      “That would be great,” Riley said, grinning and hopping up onto a bar stool. She was wearing spike heels of a type that Tara could never walk in, even if they wouldn’t have made her the tallest person in almost any room.

      Tara got the bartender’s attention and ordered another gin and tonic plus one of whatever Riley was drinking. When the bartender brought the drinks, Tara saw that Riley’s was pink.

      “So what brings you to the bar on a Thursday night?” Tara asked, trying to play cool and confident. That might have been a stupid question, but it didn’t seem like either of them were there to get plastered.

      “Girls’ night,” Riley said with a nonchalant gesture at the table behind her. “You know.” She said it as though she were bored with going out with her female friends every night.

      Tara could never get bored of roller derby, which was the time she spent with her female friends. She laughed. “Girls’ night for me usually ends with a few bruises.” Indeed, tonight Shelly had tripped over Megan’s foot and would probably be sporting bruises on both her forearms the next day.

      Riley raised her eyebrows. “You get that drunk?”

      “Oh, no. Never.” Tara grinned at Riley’s confusion. “I’m a roller-derby player. Bruises are just part of the game.”

      “Oh, really.” That got Riley’s attention. She shifted her weight so she was leaning forward a little more, though her elegant dress didn’t show much in the way of cleavage. Val’s had been much more…

      No. She wasn’t thinking about sexy reporters. She was out getting distracted.

      “Have you ever been to a game?” Tara asked her.

      Riley sighed deeply. “No, I’ve seen it on TV, but every time I hear about a game happening, I seem to have other plans. Do you have one this weekend?”

      Tara shook her head regretfully. “We’re just practicing now. The season doesn’t start until summer.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad. You should let me know when your team is going to have a game.” Riley set down her drink, looked around, and came up empty. “Do you have your phone on you? I’ll give you my number.”

      “Oh—yeah, sure.” Tara was surprised, and she shouldn’t have been; she’d practically given Riley a straight line to get her number, asking her to come to a game. It just seemed… rote. She’d asked the same question of many girls and usually gotten their numbers. She didn’t know why she was so surprised that Riley had gone the same way, especially considering how her interest had increased when Tara mentioned roller derby.

      She found her phone and entered Riley’s number, but didn’t offer her own. For one thing, she could see that Riley’s purse was hanging over the back of the empty chair at the table she’d left; for another, she didn’t think she wanted Riley calling her.

      But she hardly knew her yet. “So you must have an interesting job. You didn’t buy that amazing dress just to go out with the girls.”

      Riley laughed, turning slightly toward the bar to sip her drink. “Oh, no, it’s nothing to do with the job. I just like to dress nicely. I’m a paralegal, hence the need to go out drinking on a Thursday.”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. “That sounds like an interesting job.”

      Riley shook her head. “Hanging around lawyers all day? No, thank you. I’m glad I took the job right out of college, though—now I know I don’t really want to be a lawyer, and that’ll save me three years of law school and hundreds of thousands in student loans.”

      “Good to figure that out quickly,” Tara agreed. “I’m trying to pay mine off before going back for a master’s.” Now that was a topic she could get into. If she hadn’t dropped out of lacrosse in the middle of her college career, she wouldn’t have any loans to pay off—she’d been on a sports scholarship, but lacrosse hadn’t been working out too well for her.

      Roller derby was what she’d always needed without knowing she wanted it.

      “A master’s in what?”

      “Economics. That’s what I do during the day—I’m an economic consultant.”

      “And you go from that to roller derby?” Riley opened her eyes wide in mock astonishment. She had turned further toward the bar, and Tara could tell her interest was cooling. Maybe that had been predictable—if she didn’t like hanging around lawyers, then she wouldn’t want to date an economic consultant.

      Tara found that she didn’t mind. Riley was pretty, but she didn’t have the vivaciousness that Val presented.

      And why was she comparing her to Val? Why not compare her to the last few girls Tara had dated?

      This wasn’t going so well. Maybe it was time to call it a night.

      “Yeah, it’s good to have a break. Not everyone on the team is security officers and former Marines, you know?” Tara downed her gin and tonic. “That’s one of the nice things about derby. Everyone fits in.”

      “That is a nice thing,” Riley said. Her voice was definitely cooler.

      “Anyway, I think that’s enough drinks for me. Work in the morning, you know.” Tara stepped down from the bar stool. “I’ll let you know about that game, all right?”

      “Yes.” Riley smiled at her. “Thank you.”

      Tara left, glancing behind herself as she opened the door. Riley had gone back to her friends. They were all leaning over the table and talking quietly. They might have been talking about Tara, but she couldn’t find it in herself to care.

      What she did find herself doing was taking her phone out, scrolling past Riley’s name, and finding Val’s. “Hi, Val? This is Tara.”

      “Oh, I was hoping you would call!” Val squealed. “I have a meeting with my editor in the morning to talk about this story. He’s seen my draft and it would be great if I could tell him about my idea of following you guys through the whole season in the morning.”

      Tara couldn’t help smiling at Val’s enthusiasm, even as she walked home through the very chilly evening. “Well, I haven’t had the chance to talk to the whole team about it, but I think they’ll be fine with it. Gayle is enthusiastic, and Leya is good as long as you continue not to use her face or real name.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. I only want to use derby names, anyway—they’re so much more fun.”

      Tara laughed. “I’m glad you’re comfortable with it. I think it’s a really great idea, too. But don’t bring it up to your editor as a done deal.”

      “Yeah, no, I get it. When will you be able to talk to the team?”

      “Our next practice is on Saturday, so I’ll do it then.” She realized she hadn’t written it down in her notebook for Saturday and hastened her steps. She had to do that before she forgot—bringing it up at the beginning of practice, before everyone (including her) was tired and distracted, would probably be best. “But I also wondered if you’d like to come to the track on Saturday and I’ll start teaching you.”

      Val gasped. “That soon? That would be perfect.”

      “Well, like I told you before, our Saturday morning derby practice starts at ten. We finish up around noon, and the track is empty after that. Are you available at that time?” Tara’s stomach churned a little as she reminded both herself and Val of the time Val had agreed to come to their Saturday derby practice and then failed to show up. She didn’t mean it as a criticism—though the memory still irked her—but would Val take it that way?

      Val didn’t seem dismayed. Her voice was as cheerful as ever—maybe even more excited than before. “Absolutely! I get done with my morning yoga class at nine, so that gives me plenty of time.”

      “Good. I’ll see you on Saturday, then, and hopefully we’ll have answers for each other on the whole article series thing.” Tara unlocked her door and walked into her dark, empty apartment.

      “I can’t wait. See you, Tara. This is going to be so fun!”

      “Yeah,” Tara said, closing her eyes for a moment. “It is.”
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      Saturday’s practice went as well as Tara could have hoped. Everyone was happy with Val’s idea about following the team for the whole season; indeed, Megan and Mindy both said that they should grab her before she decided to follow some other team instead. They wanted the publicity. Tara wanted it, too—as long as it didn’t backfire on them—so she was pleased.

      And she’d be able to give Val the good news as soon as she arrived.

      That was the only thing taking away from the practice. Tara kept getting distracted by thoughts of the reporter. Would she show up on time? Would she show up at all?

      If she didn’t show up, it was only her loss. Tara would get to go home an hour or so earlier and save her energy for next week, when they would be having tryouts.

      But she still wanted to teach Val, if Val actually wanted to learn. She hadn’t seemed at all confident on eight wheels, and if she didn’t take Tara’s direction well, she was going to have a hard time.

      More important, what did she think of the team? Would she be portraying them well in the article—not only as good players, but as strong players, interesting people, winners? What if she wrote about them all wrong and no other derby players took them seriously anymore?

      If the team noticed her distraction, nobody said anything. Nobody said that it had been a good practice, either, but since everyone was sweaty and tired, Tara figured she’d done an okay job.

      “See you tonight,” she told everyone as they left. They all met at a gym late in the evening on Saturdays—Tara had gotten them a deal so that they could use it for a low fee during a time when the gym wasn’t very busy. She went there herself several times a week, but most of the other girls on the team had never lifted weights regularly before they’d started this. She was pretty sure it was helping most of them improve their core strength and power. They would most likely stop once the regular roller-derby season started again, since that time slot would be taken up by the matches, but she hoped some of the other girls would be inspired to take up a regular lifting practice on their own time.

      Shelly and Gayle were the last to leave, but they were more interested in each other than why Tara was sitting alone in the locker room, so she just waited quietly on the bench. The doors to the outside shut, and then she was alone.

      She had just enough time to start to worry that Val wasn’t going to show before she heard the door open again.

      Tara stood up and skated out of the locker room. Val had come inside but was facing away from her, toward the wall. “Hey,” Tara called to her.

      Val spun and gave her a wide smile. “Tara! There you are! I hope I’m not late. It was noon, right?”

      “That’s right. You’re just in time. Do you have some skates?” Tara skated toward her on the track.

      Val opened her bag and proudly held up a pair of black skates with purple wheels. “I didn’t know where to go to get them until I remembered that Margaret Splatwood told me she works at a skate shop. I went there to get some skates to rent.”

      Tara grinned. “Good thinking. You’ve tried them on, then, right? How do they feel?”

      “Clunky,” Val said, pursing her lips as she wiggled the skates around in the air. Tara fought down laughter. “But you all look so graceful on your skates,” Val continued, “and they seem to be basically the same as these, so I figure you’ll be able to teach me to be as good as the rest of you.”

      “I’ll try,” Tara said. “Come on—walk around the outside, don’t walk on the track in outdoor shoes, and I’ll help you get them on in the locker room.”

      “The track?” Val said. “You know, now that you mention it, I remember you calling it that at Tuesday’s practice.” She looked down at it as she walked around, sticking close to the wall.

      “What else would it be called?” Tara skated slowly to keep pace with Val.

      “I thought it was called a skating rink. That’s what I put in my article. Don’t worry, it hasn’t gone to press yet. I have plenty of time to fix it.”

      Tara breathed a huge sigh of relief. If Val’s article had come out calling the track a ‘skating rink,’ it would look like she’d never learned anything about derby at all.

      Clearly, Tara would need to spend the day educating her about roller derby, not just about the mechanics of skating.

      “I know you didn’t see a real bout, just a practice, but you know what jams are, right?”

      “Oh, I know that one,” Val said confidently. “That’s the one where… it’s sort of the periods that the game is broken up into, but they’re only two minutes long. The girls with the stars on their heads try to get around the other girls.”

      “The stars are on their helmets,” Tara said, hoping she sounded patient and not too pedantic. She was grinning, trying not to laugh at Val’s imperfect understanding of roller-derby terms. After all, no one had taken the time to teach her.

      “Right,” Val said. “Heads, helmets. Same thing.” She sat down on the bench in the locker room, putting her bag beside her.

      “Um, sure.” Now that Val was sitting, Tara realized that she was actually wearing a skirt—it appeared to be made of a stretchy material, but it would still be disastrous on the track if she fell at all, and she’d never seen a skirt stretchy enough to not restrict a skater’s movements. “Did you bring any pants? It’s going to be hard to teach you in that.” She gestured to the skirt.

      Val looked down at the skirt, then looked up, batting her eyelashes. “You don’t think it’s cute?”

      “Cute isn’t the question,” Tara said. She thought it was very cute, in fact, but she wasn’t about to say that.

      Val laughed. “I have my leggings from yoga.” She opened her bag and looked in.

      “Just let me know when you’re changed.” Tara headed out of the locker room. She and the whole team changed in the same locker room together, but having just her and Val in there was different—not to mention the fact that she was not on the team; Tara had to maintain some professional distance.

      It was bad enough that Tara still hadn’t entirely been able to banish the mental image of Val’s tits. She didn’t want it replaced by a very real one of her ass.

      “I don’t mind,” Val called out the door, but Tara ignored her. She waited until she heard the clunk of Val’s skate-clad feet hitting the floor to come back in.

      “Megan taught me how to lace the skates myself,” Val said, standing up. She was indeed wearing a pair of tight leggings with a celestial pattern, and she’d taken off her coat to reveal a blue tank top with a purple-and-gray sports bra showing underneath. It was all very color-coordinated. Her tattoos didn’t match, though; they were a riot of color, spiraling out from under her top (and where did they end?), vines of green and red and yellow and black with things hidden under them—skulls and—no, Tara did not have the time, and she definitely did not have the desire, to inspect those tattoos and see what was hidden among the vines.

      “Great.” They’d been talking about skates. Tara looked at her skates. “They feel good? Not like they’re going to slip around?”

      Val experimentally pushed her feet back and forth, then wobbled. She tilted toward Tara, who reached out automatically to catch her by the arm.

      Val looked up at her, her big blue eyes full of gratitude. Tara felt a creeping warmth from where she was touching Val. She pulled up, making sure that Val was steady on her feet again, and let go as quickly as she could. “Sorry about that.”

      “No, thank you,” Val said. “You kept me from falling.”

      Tara crossed her arms. “You’re going to have to learn to take your falls if you’re going to be a derby girl.”

      Val put her hands on her hips, raising her eyebrows. “I have no intention of being a derby girl. I’ll stick with reporting on you guys, thanks.”

      “Are you sure?” Tara grinned. “I hear once you get started, you can’t stop.”

      “You hear? Was it different for you?”

      “I was stuck as soon as I saw a bout. I’d never even put on a pair of skates, and I was already part of it. Come on, let’s get you on the track.”

      Tara skated backwards so she could keep an eye on Val and make sure she was following. Val did skate after her, but not before her eyes widened again and she looked Tara up and down, then focused again on her feet. Tara smirked. She hadn’t been intending to impress the reporter, but if she had, she wasn’t going to complain.

      The next moment, she was annoyed with herself. She didn’t need to impress anybody. She was just here to teach her to skate. She turned to face the track again, making the last few pushes toward it.

      As her skates bumped off the carpet and onto the familiar slickness of the wooden track, she immediately felt better. She wasn’t exactly calm, she wasn’t exactly relaxed, but she was closer on the scale to those two things than she had been a moment before.

      And she almost laughed at her own flip-flop. Of course she was supposed to impress Val. This was the reporter who was writing an article about her roller-derby team! If she wasn’t impressed, who was going to be impressed by what was in the article?

      She spun to skate backward again, pushing aside her own desire to see those stunning, dark blue eyes widen in admiration one more time. Val was standing at the edge of the track, hesitating. This time she didn’t look over at Tara, just at the shiny wood.

      “What are you waiting for?” Tara called, continuing to skate backward around the track. “Come on!”

      “I…” Val opened and closed her mouth. If she’d said anything beyond that single vowel, Tara couldn’t hear it over the sound of her own skates rolling on the track.

      She spun when she reached the opposite end and sped up her skates so she could get back to Val more quickly. She stopped hard on her toe stop, coming within seconds from high speed to a complete standstill, but once again Val wasn’t impressed. Tara chided herself mentally for even thinking about it. Val was obviously nervous.

      “Hey, you’ve been on the track on skates before,” Tara said, trying to keep her voice gentle. “What are you scared of this time?”

      “I don’t know,” Val confessed. “This isn’t like me.”

      “Okay, last time you didn’t fall or anything, right?”

      “No, but I wasn’t exactly steady. I had Leya Out and Freakin Meowt to help hold me up.” Finally she did look up, batting her eyelashes again. “Maybe you could help hold me up?”

      Tara snorted. “Are you sure this isn’t just an excuse to flirt?” Something fluttered in her stomach at the thought, but she ignored it. Val seemed to flirt with everybody, as over-the-top as she was free with her affections. At Tuesday’s practice, the only people she hadn’t flirted with were Gayle and Shelly.

      Tara was far from special.

      A slow grin spread across Val’s face. “Believe me, I don’t need an excuse to flirt. Especially with you.”

      “Fine.” Tara rolled her eyes ostentatiously and held out her hand. “Hang onto me and I’ll get you started. You can put one hand on the wall and one hand on me at first. In fact, how about you just touch the wall and let yourself roll, and I’ll pull you along? Just one circuit that way. I’m not going to let you slack off.”

      Val took a deep breath and put her right hand on the wall. “Okay. That sounds perfect.”

      Tara took her hand—it was so small and slender—and tugged her onto the track. She was a little surprised at herself, at how gentle she was able to be. She was practically twice Val’s size, certainly twice her weight and with almost a foot on her in height, but she tugged just hard enough to get Val’s skates off the carpet and onto the track. Her hand was still on the wall.

      “All right. Just keep your balance.”

      Val nodded. Tara had to exert great control to be able to skate along at a slow, smooth pace, never pulling Val off balance or away from the wall. It was an interesting challenge, actually. Going so slowly made it a little harder to balance, and it took a lot of concentration. She should use this as a drill at some practice to break things up a little. Some of her girls could definitely use the challenge.

      Unfortunately, right now she didn’t have her notebook. She was just going to have to remember the idea and concentrate on Val.

      Val didn’t seem to be having any trouble staying balanced, so Tara increased her speed slowly. There was a bit of a wobble when they were on the other side of the track, where there was no low wall, but they got past it and back to the wall on the other side. Tara couldn’t tell whether Val was getting more confident, but she was at least getting steadier.

      And her hand was so warm and so delicate.

      Tara let go of it immediately when they reached the spot where they’d begun. “There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Val took a deep breath. “I guess not. I didn’t fall.”

      “Now try it on your own,” Tara said. “Push yourself along using the wall.”

      “Oh, right. Like Mary Shelley’s Monster said.” Val looked up at Tara, a sideways smile on my face. “But you’ll be close to me, won’t you?”

      At least she wasn’t flirting as blatantly as she usually did—though Tara found that, oddly, she missed it. “I’ll skate along beside you. If you fall, I’ll be here. Really, though, you should practice falling, so that it won’t be so scary.”

      Val shook her head. “It’s weird. I’m not normally afraid of falling. I mean, I’m thinking metaphorically, but physically, too. Maybe falling on the yoga mat seems different from falling on the derby track.”

      Tara grinned at her correct use of terminology. “Well, you probably don’t have as far to fall, and the yoga mat is a cushion. But we don’t have time to stand around here navel-gazing. Get your—feet moving.”

      She’d been about to say ‘butt.’ She did not want Val thinking that Tara’s mind was on her ass—or having any excuse to flirt more.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Val said, her voice a bit breathy. Tara rolled her eyes again, but inwardly the flutter was back. She liked the way Val had said that. Even if she didn’t actually mean it.

      Finally, though, Val grabbed onto the wall and pulled herself forward, an inch at a time. Her movement was so painfully slow that Tara couldn’t even skate that slowly—she decided to skate backward just in front of Val so she could see her, and she just pushed off one skate for a few inches, then stopped herself to wait for Val to catch up.

      But she’d suspected that Val would get tired of hauling herself along that way, and she was right. As they made their slow way around the track, Val started pushing with her feet more and more. By the time they’d made it all the way around, Val was really skating, just barely holding onto the wall for balance.

      “See, you did it,” Tara said, grinning. She felt like a proud parent teaching a kid to ride a bike by showing them they could balance on their own. Except that she didn’t feel in any way maternal toward Val.

      “This is surprisingly exhausting,” Val said, shaking out her arms. “And I thought I was in such good shape.”

      “It gets easier as you get better at it.”

      Val scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Of course it’s easy for you. You’re like made of muscle.”

      Tara was pleased that Val had noticed, but she tried not to show it. “You think these muscles are just a blessing from above? I work hard at this.”

      “Oh, well, obviously you do.” Val gave Tara yet another blatant look up and down. “And it looks good on you.”

      “So, do you think you’ve got the basics?” Tara asked, trying to bring the conversation back on topic. Val was constantly derailing it.

      “Uh, I think I should practice a bit more.”

      “Why don’t you take another lap, this time away from the wall? I’ll skate behind you, so I can catch you if you fall.”

      “Okay. I trust you.” Val had obviously decided that Tara wasn’t going to respond to her overtures, because she took off skating as soon as she’d spoken. Well, for a given value of ‘took off’ that still meant she wasn’t skating very fast, but Tara was pleased anyway.

      She skated behind Val, doing her best to stick to the same slow pace. It wasn’t easy, and she had to bring herself up short a couple of times to make sure she didn’t crash into Val.

      But it worked. When Val finished the first lap, instead of stopping, she kept going around. She even sped up. Grinning, Tara let her pull ahead a little bit, then enjoyed keeping pace with her a few feet behind.

      After the second lap, Val grabbed the wall to pull herself to a stop. Tara hadn’t been expecting it, and almost crashed into her. “Use your toe stops,” she said, a little out of breath. “You’re going to give yourself rug burn if you keep using the wall to stop yourself.”

      Val spun around with surprising grace on her skate, facing Tara. There were only a few inches between their bodies. Tara swallowed and rolled backward a few inches.

      “I’d rather you give me rug burn,” Val said, arching an eyebrow.

      Tara decided that the best response was no response. “Anyway, you can’t stop yourself with your hands if you’re holding a camera.”

      “I saw you using your toe stop earlier,” Val said. “I’m guessing that’s what you were doing when you stuck your leg out and stopped suddenly, anyway.”

      “It’s the best way to come to a quick stop,” Tara said, nodding. “Here.” She pushed off to do a quick circle, getting up some speed and then coming back toward Val so she could see what she was doing. She bent her knees, held her arms out to the sides, and thrust one leg out behind her. With her back leg, she pressed the toe stop into the floor, bringing herself to a quick, comfortable stop.

      Val was watching her with her mouth slightly open. “That looks really hard.”

      “You can always just stop by slowing down a lot,” Tara said. “Or slowing down and then skating onto the carpet. But this is the fastest way, and I think you might want to be able to stop yourself fast when you’re taking photos.”

      Val frowned and nodded. “If one of the skaters is coming toward me, I don’t want to get in her way.”

      Tara almost said that she was sure none of the girls in Monstrous Regiment would have any trouble avoiding Val on the track, but now that she thought about it, she wasn’t sure. Val wasn’t a derby girl; they might not be able to predict her movements. It would be best if she knew how to stop well.

      “So give it a try,” Tara said.

      “Can you skate with me to catch me if I fall?”

      “You’re not going to fall.”

      “Please?”

      Tara couldn’t help smiling at Val’s quiet pleading. “All right. Start moving—you don’t need to get up too much speed to use the toe stop.”

      Val started skating, this time staring at her feet. After a few strides, she bent her knees. But she hadn’t brought her feet together first, and she was taking too long to straighten her back leg. Tara could see what was going to happen before it did, and swooped in toward her.

      As Val’s back skate smacked into her front skate and she started to fall over, Tara was there. She knew she shouldn’t be. She knew she should let Val learn to take a fall. But she didn’t have all the protective equipment derby girls wore; what if she fell on her head and injured herself? Then it would be Tara’s fault, and unfortunately, she knew the statistics on head injuries.

      That was the justification she gave herself, anyway, as she reached out to catch Val before she fell.

      Val was extremely off balance, but she weighed practically nothing, and Tara—even on eight wheels—had a strong core and center of balance. When she caught Val, she had no reason to go down with her.

      She went down anyway, in a slow, controlled fall. She hadn’t been expecting the warmth of Val’s skin, the wiry muscle under the softness, the alluring curve of even her arms.

      She was overwhelmed. And she fell.

      They didn’t hit the floor very hard, but Val’s skates were tangled up with each other. “Are you okay?” Tara asked quickly, trying to let go, but Val was leaning heavily against her.

      “I think so,” Val said, trying to move her leg. “Ow. Just bruised.”

      Tara couldn’t help but grin. “Welcome to roller derby, Val. You have now been initiated.”

      Val shook her head, laughing a little. “I didn’t sign up for this. Can you help? My skates are too heavy—I can’t lift my leg properly.”

      Tara swallowed. “Yeah, sure.” She reached out for Val’s legs, trying to be casual. Unfortunately, her arm brushed against Val’s tight, perky ass as she tried to disentangle her legs.

      “Like what you see?” Val asked, her voice breathy again.

      Tara dropped her leg immediately. “You didn’t fall on purpose so I would have to catch you, did you? I should just leave you to figure this out by yourself.”

      The throbbing between Tara’s legs disagreed. But she’d long learned to ignore that part of her body when she wanted to. It had been inconsistent since she was a teenager; artificial hormones had only made it act more strangely. Clearly, it was attracted to entirely the wrong people.

      “I’m sorry,” Val said. “I just can’t help flirting sometimes, even when it’s the most inappropriate situation.” She scrambled off of Tara, getting on her hands and knees on the track. Tara had a moment to admire Val’s figure (she should not be admiring her figure) before she managed to push herself upright. Val got up on one skate, then the other…

      Then promptly fell again, her arms windmilling, falling flat on her back.

      Tara yelped. “Are you all right?” She managed to get up onto her own knees, only to see Val laughing.

      “You were right,” Val said, still giggling between words, her thin chest bouncing. “I needed to practice falling. It’s not so bad.”

      Tara sighed with relief, sagging a little bit. “We’ll make a derby girl out of you yet.”

      Val pushed herself up onto her elbows. The position made her breasts stick out. They were small, but very nicely curved—or at least they looked that way, under the sports bra and tank top.

      Tara was really trying not to notice.

      “I really didn’t sign up to become a derby girl,” Val said. “I just thought it would be a fun story to do. Take some neat pictures. Meet some hot girls. Okay, maybe meeting hot girls was higher on my agenda than it should have been.”

      Tara shook her head, but she couldn’t help smiling. She got to her feet and braced herself on one toe stop, then held her hand out to Val. “Well, not to brag too much about my team, but I know you succeeded in that.”

      Val took Tara’s hand and used it to haul herself to her feet. She was so light that she was up in a moment—Tara barely had to work at it.

      She didn’t let go of Tara’s hand, though. “Yeah,” she breathed. “I definitely did.”

      And then—somehow—they were kissing.

      It shouldn’t have been possible. Tara definitely didn’t kiss Val, and Val was so short she should not have been able to get up to Tara’s level. Certainly not on roller skates.

      And yet, Val’s lips were hot on Tara’s, her little tongue flicking out just long enough to tease. She was still holding Tara’s hand, but her lithe body was pressed up against Tara’s. Tara could feel the curves of Val’s breasts pressing into her ribs.

      She might not have started it, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t kiss Val back. Not when she was so insistent, so small and pretty, so fun to have on skates.

      Val made a noise, a little, hungry whimper. Suddenly Tara realized what she was doing. She bent her knee and pulled back, drawing her body away from Val’s.

      This was—well, she didn’t know what it was. Val was supposed to be reporting on her derby team. Which one of them was taking advantage of the other here?

      Val was not letting go of her hand. Her cheeks were flushed and her lips were fuller, redder, than they had been before. She looked delectable. Parts of Tara ached to grab her back and start kissing her again, but that would just complicate things.

      She wondered what Gayle would say if she’d been able to see this. What exactly had happened between her and Val that had made things fail?

      That cooled Tara’s desire somewhat. She took a deep breath. “Anyway, now that you’ve found out falling isn’t so bad, do you want to try skating faster? Maybe try a couple of obstacles?”

      Val finally let go of Tara’s hand. If she was disappointed, she didn’t show it. “Sure. Are you going to give me stuff to jump over or something?”

      Tara shook her head. “I don’t think you’re at that level yet. But we have some cones we use—I can set them up on the track, and you can weave around them to practice your control.”

      Val nodded. “Sounds perfect. You can get those.” She turned away, then, over her shoulder, said, “I have never been afraid of a few obstacles when there’s something I want.”

      Tara watched her skate away, feeling very much as though she’d been hit over the head with a metaphor, but still proud to see Val skating so well.
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      The rest of the skating lesson proceeded without incident. Both Val and Tara ended up scribbling down some notes in their respective notebooks. Val promised to send Tara the article to vet before it went to press.

      They changed out of their sweaty clothes. Tara did her best to change without showing her body, but she thought she caught Val trying to sneak a peek. She wasn’t sure, though, so she didn’t say anything. Val didn’t seem to have any qualms when it came to changing in front of her, but Tara tried very hard not to look.

      She still caught a glimpse of Val’s back as she pulled a clean shirt over her head. But it was only her back. It didn’t matter that it was smooth and lean and lovely; it was not a sexual organ.

      That didn’t stop her from thinking about it on her entire bus ride home. Or from thinking about the touch of Val’s lips, the bounce of her tits, or the curve of her ass.

      Tara had intended to take herself out for a nice greasy lunch after the teaching session, knowing she would be starving, but she found herself rushing home instead. There she stripped off all her clothes, jumped into the shower, and exhaled as she felt the hot water rush over her face, washing away all the sweat and grime of the derby track.

      Now that testosterone had been blocked from her body and estrogen had taken over, her dick didn’t exactly get hard anymore. But right now it was more erect than its natural state, standing a bit away from her body, throbbing with desire for Val. Gasping under the hot water, Tara put two fingers around it, squeezing hard.

      She should think about something other than Val. Riley, from the other night. She’d been gorgeous—but she’d never touched Tara. Maybe she could think of a hot celebrity, Kate Moennig or Clea Duvall or…

      All she could think about was Val’s back, the way she had curved and wiggled just a bit getting her shirt on. The way she had brought attention to her breasts, lying there on the derby track.

      The way her tongue had probed at Tara’s lips, like she really wanted her.

      The memory was irresistible. Tara rubbed hard at herself, standing under the pounding hot water, until she came.

      She knew she should leave it as a fantasy. But it was tempting, as she soaped up, rinsed off, and dried herself, to imagine things going further with Val. To think of taking her out on a date. To fantasize about bringing her here, to Tara’s home, to Tara’s bed.

      She threw on a bathrobe and headed to the kitchen, pulling food almost at random out of the fridge. She was starving, and she needed to feed herself, even as her mind went wild with the possibilities.

      It wasn’t exactly unethical to want to date Val. Neither Tara nor her team was the subject of an investigation; Val was just doing a fun fluff piece on them. She wasn’t going to skew the story either way. Especially if Val already liked her.

      Or did she? Val had said it herself—sometimes she couldn’t help flirting, even when it was inappropriate. And Tara had seen her flirt with pretty much everyone on the team. The only reason she hadn’t flirted with Gayle was that she’d tried before, and apparently met with no success—and Shelly was Gayle’s girlfriend, so she obviously wasn’t going to succeed there, either.

      They weren’t the only two on the team with girlfriends, but they were the only ones whose girlfriend was actually there. If singlehood was Val’s only criterion for flirting, then Tara was obviously a very good subject. She liked to date—she was a bit of a flirt herself—but she hadn’t actually had a girlfriend in a long time.

      Val hadn’t tried to kiss anyone else on the team. At least, not that Tara had seen. It was definitely possible that she’d missed something at Tuesday’s practice while focusing on the actual team. If she’d tried to kiss Leya or Tiffany, would they have responded? Would she have kissed Tara if she’d gotten any interest from one of them?

      And then there was the fact that Tara could usually tell when someone was interested in her. She picked up on subtle signals, just like she had with Riley a couple of nights ago—and she’d seen similar signs between Gayle and Shelly, before they started dating. Tara thought she might have been one of the few on the team to notice how, for months, Shelly wouldn’t touch Gayle—not the same way she touched all the other team members. She’d encouraged Gayle to go for it, and while it had taken a while, they obviously had gotten together. Tara was pretty pleased with her matchmaking prowess.

      She’d also dated several girls that she’d been able to tell were way more into her than she was into them. Their glances would linger on her when she wasn’t bothering to look at them, or they would sigh and relax their shoulders when she would so much as touch them. On date two or three, when she wasn’t feeling any sparks, she’d call things off. One girl had burst into tears and run out of the restaurant, leaving Tara to pay the bill (not that she begrudged her the emotional display). One had begged Tara to give her another chance, and she had, but that hadn’t changed her feelings. Another had told Tara she was going to hell for breaking her heart.

      On the other hand, Tara had also dated plenty of girls she was into, but who weren’t into her, or with whom she had mutual mild interest. If she was the one to call things off with any of them, she hadn’t gotten nearly as strong a reaction. Either some of them were really good actors, or she was good at judging how people felt. She thought it was the latter; statistics argued for that, and in her line of work, statistics spoke a great deal.

      Val, however, hadn’t given off any of those subtle signals. She’d just had two modes: enthusiastic reporter and overt flirt. The latter was so transparent it had to be exaggerated.

      So why had she gone out of her way to make out with Tara?

      It could be just a matter of convenience. She’d been in the right place at the right time. Maybe Val was just as promiscuous as her flirting suggested. Tara didn’t judge her for it, but that wasn’t what she was looking for. She wasn’t sure what, exactly, she was looking for…

      But a girlfriend would be nice. Someone to rely on. Someone to be by her side. Val was a self-proclaimed flake; she was not going to hit that spot for Tara.

      Tara groaned, grabbed a soda out of the fridge, and turned on the TV. Her mind was just going in circles with this analysis. What difference did it make? She should just take things at face value. Val had wanted to kiss her, so she did. Val wanted to do a story in the paper about a roller-derby team, so she had.

      Without work or roller derby to focus on, Tara’s mind was just trying to devour itself. She flipped through the channels, looking for a ridiculous reality show to distract herself with. If nothing else, she could start analyzing the actions of the stupid, shallow women on the TV, which would be much more entertaining and productive than this.

      She found a show, but she couldn’t concentrate on it. Her mind was still on Val.

      Maybe spending some time with someone who just wanted to kiss her, nothing more—well, maybe more, but nothing serious—was what she actually needed. She hadn’t had any success finding the girlfriend she dreamed about, after all, and roller derby was her real focus right now. She needed all of her brainpower to make sure that when the season started, Monstrous Regiment was at the top and would stay there.

      She had to prove herself in sports. She didn’t need to prove her ability to maintain a relationship. When she felt she could lead the team well, when her career was where she wanted it to be… then she could look for someone to date seriously. In the meantime, she could have fun.

      She sat around for hours, watching TV and snacking, until she realized she had to head to the gym. Her girls had their weight-lifting night, and she had to join them. Not only did she want to keep her muscles in shape, she was there to coach them, to lead them. She had to help them get their strength to the highest point possible.

      She had to make them the best.
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      On Monday, as Tara was packing up her things at work, her cell phone rang. She frowned and glanced at it briefly, then scrambled to answer it when she saw it was Val. She had to be calling about something important, she told herself. Was the story published already? She’d sent it to Tara to read over on Sunday, and Tara had been quite happy with it, but she’d had the impression that it wouldn’t be out until later in the week.

      “Hi, Tara,” Val said when Tara answered. “Are you okay? You’re a little out of breath.”

      “Oh, my hands are just full. I’m packing up from work.”

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t interrupt you, did I?”

      Tara couldn’t help but smile. Val might be a single-minded, flaky yogini, but she did try to be respectful of other people’s feelings—when she remembered. “No, I’m just getting ready to go. I’ll zip up my bag and head outside, and we can talk while I walk to the train.”

      “Okay, great. Well, first of all, I wanted to let you know that the story about your team is coming out in Wednesday’s edition of the paper. It’ll be one of the top stories online, and in the first few pages of the print edition. Do you know where to get the print edition?”

      “That’s great!” Tara waved goodbye to her coworkers and headed out into the chilly afternoon air. “I think I’ve seen it at newsstands. I’ll look for it when I leave work on Wednesday.” She slowed down, in fact, as she passed a newsstand near the corner; there it was, The Big Whirl, in between a couple of more serious papers. She was almost tempted to pick up a copy just because, but the front page article today was about her alma mater. It would probably just bring up bad memories.

      “That should work! Anyway, I have more good news.” Val had the tone of someone holding back a thrilling revelation.

      “What is it?” Tara headed down into the train station, trying not to breathe in the smells in the air.

      “My editor said yes! I will follow you guys around for the whole season. Until you get sick of me, of course.”

      “Oh, that’s great! Just keep writing nice things about us and we won’t get sick of you at all.”

      Val laughed. “That depends on how well you do. If you keep beating the other teams, I’ll write nice things.”

      “I guess I’d better step up my game. I mean, you haven’t seen us beat any other teams at all yet.”

      “That’s true. I just have faith that you will. If it turns out I picked the wrong team, I’m going to be pissed. But I don’t think I have.”

      “No?” Tara sat down on a bench to wait for her train. “What makes you think that?”

      She found her heart was beating a little hard—certainly harder than it normally would have after the short walk to the train. What had kissing Tara meant to Val? Was it just fun, or did she intend something by it?

      And if she had intended something, would she bring it up again, or was she completely discouraged by Tara’s rejection?

      “You’re all such badasses, there’s no way the other derby girls could be bigger badasses,” Val said cheerfully.

      Tara forced a laugh, though she was disappointed by the response. Not even a hint of feelings about what had happened on Saturday. Maybe it was just fun for Val.

      “I’d argue with you, but it’s true,” she said. “We’ve got Shelly, and Gayle, and Lisa, and… well, you’re right, there are a lot of badasses on my team.”

      “You’re the biggest badass of them all,” Val said. “And I don’t just mean your height, Tower of Tara.”

      Tara had no idea how to respond to that, and was luckily saved by her train arriving. In the rush of people getting on and off, she managed to come up with a new topic. “Well, if you’re going to be following our team around, you definitely have to come to practice on Saturday. We’re having tryouts.”

      Val gasped. “Oh, that’s perfect! What a great way to kick off a year of following a derby team around—show off the new girl and how she got there. Who’s trying out?”

      “I don’t know yet. I’ve gotten a few names, but I won’t have the final list until Saturday, and they don’t have derby names yet. I guess you’ll have to get model releases for them, too.”

      “Definitely. I hope whoever you pick for the team signs one. This will be so cool. Do you have a long list?”

      “No, and I don’t think we’ll get that many. This time of year, before the season really starts, interest is relatively low and I don’t expect too many new people to be trying to get into it. But I want to get the team all together and cohesive before the season does start.”

      “Right. You have to make sure everyone on the team trusts each other, so you present a united front against the other teams.”

      “Exactly. You see what I’m trying to do.” Tara was pleased that Val had understood so quickly. In fact, following her first wobbly day on the track trying to take pictures of the team, she’d picked everything up with remarkable speed. “So how about it?”

      “Will I be there to take pictures? Absolutely. I won’t even be late this time.”

      Tara smiled. At least Val was aware of her own faults. “That’s not what I meant. You should try out.”

      “Me? No. No way.”

      “Are you telling me that you got on skates and you didn’t instantly—you were actually fine with taking them off?” Tara stumbled over her words. She’d been about to say ‘fall in love,’ but that was too suggestive. She wanted to make sure the conversation was focused on roller derby, not on making out with a reporter. And since Val hadn’t brought it up, Tara didn’t want to bring it up either.

      She didn’t want to leave any hints. She didn’t want to give Val any openings for flirtation. She was too good at finding them as it was.

      “Well, I can’t deny that it was a lot of fun, and I’m thinking of buying my own pair of skates. I wonder if I could use them to get around. It’s not illegal to skate on the street, is it?”

      “I don’t think so.” Tara had never considered skating off the track. She wouldn’t want to ruin her good skates that way, but she could see the appeal. “See? You’re considering skating everywhere. You’re a derby girl at heart.”

      Val gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I don’t think so. After how unsteady on my feet I was on Saturday? I need a lot more practice.”

      “You’d get a lot of practice on the team.” Tara stood up and moved through the crowd to get off at her stop. “I’m expecting the people trying out to be all newbies. None of them will have perfected the art of using a toe stop or skating at high speed. You’ll fit right in.”

      “Well, when you put it that way, I sound awesome,” Val said dryly.

      “You are,” Tara said, then bit her tongue. Where had that come from? She liked Val, and wanted her to try out for the team, but she was going a little far.

      “Well, when you put it that way.” Val giggled. “I’ll be there on Saturday, either way.”

      “You might want to buy a pair of skates instead of renting again,” Tara told her. “At this rate, you’ll need them a lot more often.”
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      Tara had to stay late at work on Wednesday—they were building a financial model of what might happen to the restaurant industry in the next ten years if the economy grew at a given rate. It was fascinating, engaging work, but they needed it by the next day and it was taking a long time.

      By the time she wandered out of work into the darkness, she realized that the newspaper kiosks were closed. She should have gone out for a break around dinnertime to buy a copy of The Big Whirl from a newsstand, but she hadn’t thought of it. She’d just eaten some canned soup that she kept in her desk and kept on working.

      So the next morning, she made sure to stop on her way into work and pick up the paper. Her team wasn’t on the front page, but when she got to her desk and opened the paper, there she was—a photo of her smiling face, right next to a bold headline: BABES ON WHEELS.

      “Is that you, Tara?” asked her coworker Trent, leaning over her desk. They had an open-plan office—since they all worked together on the same cases most of the time, there was no reason to separate them from each other.

      “Yeah,” Tara said, folding back the front page of the paper with a little embarrassment so he could see the page with her face on it. Her coworkers and bosses all knew she played roller derby (she’d had to make sure they understood that she couldn’t stay very late on Tuesday and Thursday nights), but she hadn’t mentioned Val to any of them. Why would she? Until she actually saw the paper, she hadn’t been a hundred percent sure that the article would actually come to pass.

      Maybe she’d been a bit unfair to Val. After all, she’d flaked out on the first day she was supposed to come to a derby practice, but she’d been pretty much consistent since then. And this was her livelihood, after all. She may have had other jobs, but she wouldn’t have had much chance of keeping her job as a reporter if she couldn’t eventually get her stories in the paper.

      “Whoa, that’s really cool,” Trent said, his eyes widening. “What paper is this? The Big Whirl?”

      “They sent a reporter to one of our practices,” Tara said, nodding. “Actually, she’s going to be following us for the whole season. I don’t know how much of the coverage will be in the paper as opposed to online, but it’s been fun so far.”

      “That’s awesome,” said Lakesha, another coworker, looking up from tucking her purse away in a drawer. “So there’s an article about you? It’s online?”

      “It’s about my roller-derby team,” Tara said, but they weren’t able to say much else because Marianne Lowell, one of their bosses, came rushing out of a conference room, looking distressed. They were at work, after all; they had to buckle down and get back to it.

      Not that Tara minded. She loved her job.

      Unfortunately, she didn’t get to read the article, either. She stashed the paper in her desk and forgot about it, even during her lunch break, which she spent in the building’s cafeteria with her coworkers. So in the evening as she headed off to roller derby, she still hadn’t read it.

      She decided to grab another paper copy from the kiosk near work when she was leaving so she could bring both copies to roller derby. She managed to read through the article on the bus and was pleased with it. Val had already sent it to her, but that had been before it went to copy editing; she was relieved that the editor hadn’t messed with any of the roller-derby jargon.

      Gayle, Shelly, Kristine, and Helen were already in the locker room when Tara arrived. “It’s here,” she announced, waving the newspaper.

      “Oh!” Helen jumped up from the bench, despite the fact that she had one sock and one sneaker on. “You have a copy? Do we look good?”

      “We look great,” Tara said, handing her the copy that she’d already opened. In addition to the picture of her, the article had a picture of Lisa trying to block Megan, one of a jumble of indistinguishable skates, and a large, full-width photo of almost the entire team at the bottom of the page. Helen was clearly visible in it, and, in Tara’s opinion, looked like a badass.

      “Damn, look at us,” Helen said, sitting down and sharing her paper with Kristine. “She’s a really good photographer, actually. I don’t think we look this good in real life.”

      “We look better,” Shelly said. Tara held out the other paper to her and Gayle and Shelly took it. She flipped it open eagerly. “Ooh, look at your muscles, Gayle!” The two of them bent their heads excitedly over the paper, poring over the pictures and articles.

      Tara turned away from them, grinning. She was so proud that she’d helped the two of them get together and that they’d gotten over their issues. The side effect of Shelly stepping down as captain and Tara getting that spot didn’t even matter—it was great to see the two of them so happy.

      She might have regretted it. Sometimes she wondered if it had really been a good idea to become captain. But with Shelly removing herself, there was no one else who wanted the position.

      Tara got changed, but let the rest of the team get ready a little more slowly than usual as they trickled in and passed the paper around. They were all delighted with the article, even Leya and Tiffany. Leya pointed out that her skates were visible in the indistinguishable mass, and that was more than enough for her.

      Tiffany finally got them calmed down and ready to skate. “You saw how awesome that article was?” she told them, trying to meet everyone’s eyes. “Well, let’s get out there and live up to it. Three, two, one—”

      “MONSTERS!” they all cheered.

      She led them out onto the track and pushed them hard. The article really did seem to have given them a jolt; everyone was giving it their all. Tiffany was the only one who wasn’t quite living up to standards—but Tara wasn’t really upset or disappointed by that. She would be off the team soon. She was only at practice for the numbers.

      On Saturday, they would replace her. On Saturday, they would find their new team member. Tara could hardly wait for Saturday.

      She wondered how well Val would do. Would Tara be able to resist giving her the spot on the team if she was any good at all?

      She swallowed hard, banishing the notion even as she wondered where it had come from. Of course she wouldn’t give Val a spot on the team just for being halfway decent. She would pick the person who acquitted herself best in the tryouts. If there was any doubt in her mind which one of the options was the best choice, she would talk to the team about it.

      Tara did not make decisions lightly. She didn’t make them easily. And she definitely didn’t make them emotionally—not unless emotion was the only factor in the decision, like it had been when she’d come out as a woman and started her transition.

      So why had it even occurred to her that she might make such a bad decision as to put Val on the team if she wasn’t the best?

      She liked Val. And so did everyone else on the team, it seemed. But there was always a chance of tension between her and Gayle or Shelly—if Shelly knew that Gayle and Val had almost hooked up, there might be some jealousy. And sexual feelings between two members of the team always had the possibility of causing trouble. She knew it might happen if Gayle and Shelly ever broke up. Tara herself had dated Deirdre, one of their blockers, but there had been no spark and they’d both been relieved to go back to being nothing but teammates.

      The team liking someone was definitely not a good enough reason to put her on. Feelings could change in a moment. Besides, she didn’t know who might try out. They might get along even better with someone else.

      There wasn’t another logical reason to put Val on the team. It might even make her job harder—though she definitely wouldn’t have any trouble being with the team whenever they went anywhere.

      That was another problem, actually. Unless Val proved herself and made up for completely missing out on that first practice, Tara couldn’t really trust her to show up to practice on time. She might not make a good team member at all.

      Still, the thought tugged at Tara all through practice. Whenever her mind wandered from watching her team members’ footing or making sure she had perfect form herself, it went to the idea of Val on the team, skating among the others, moving low and fast and confident.

      She did look really good in a pair of skates.

      After practice, Tara reminded the team about the tryouts. “I don’t have a long list of names yet,” she said. “I’m hoping we get more than four. But as long as those four are the best out there, it should work out, all right?”

      “They aren’t the best out there,” Mindy called. “But that’s okay, because all the best players already are on teams.”

      “Namely, Monstrous Regiment,” Shelly shouted. That earned them a few laughs.

      “I want everyone to be prepared to work hard,” Tara said, grinning. “We’re all going to have to help train the new girl, right? And I’ll need you all to pay attention to the tryouts, because you might see something that I miss. I’m counting on you.”

      She finally sat down to change her own clothes. Lisa sat down next to her. “Tara, is being captain stressing you out?” Lisa asked. “You seem a lot more serious lately.”

      Tara frowned and sat up, assessing her own feelings. Was being captain stressful? Yes, of course it was. She had way more responsibilities than she had before, and she couldn’t be sure that any of her decisions were good ones. She’d always had much more confidence in Shelly’s decisions. But it was easy when you weren’t the one who had to decide.

      “Yes,” she said, making eye contact with Lisa so she would know she was being totally honest. “But it’s nothing I can’t handle. I chose to take this on, and I’m going to see it through.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Lisa said, grinning and slapping her on the shoulder. “You’re doing great as captain. I just kind of miss your joking and all your funny stories about your dates.”

      Tara hadn’t realized she’d been so serious—but Lisa was right, of course. Part of the problem was that Tara was dating less, so there were fewer funny stories, but that, too, was due to her additional duties as captain.

      “I met this girl Riley at a bar,” she said. “She was totally into roller derby, but I don’t think she realized that derby girls can be boring economists just like the lawyers she works with.”

      Lisa snorted. “Honey, nothing you do is boring.”

      “Watch out.” Tara wagged her finger at Lisa. “I’ll make you read a case brief. If you don’t fall asleep, then I’ll believe it.”

      Lisa laughed out loud and stood up. “Girl, I was in the Marines. As long as I can read the damn thing sitting down, it’ll be better than any pep talk I ever got from my CO. But let us know if you need any help, won’t you?”

      “Of course,” Tara said. “I’m relying on all of you to be your badass selves and kick some roller-derby ass. You can let me handle everything else.”

      She felt better by the time she left the track. Somehow the chat with Lisa, even though it could have been criticism, had cheered her up. If Lisa thought she was doing well, then she was. And if it meant she had to act a little differently, that was okay. Maybe she was just integrating the two parts of herself—the economics-nerd part and the kickass roller-derby part.

      What would Val think of the economics-nerd part, she wondered?

      And there she went again. Val kept coming to mind. Why was that?

      Well, she was hot. And she’d kissed Tara. And Tara had liked it. Plus, she was fun to chat with, always laughing, never too serious. Maybe never serious enough, but it made her enjoyable to be around.

      Did Tara have a genuine crush?

      Val really wasn’t her type. Okay, tattooed, strong, and occasionally on roller skates—that was Tara’s type. But she was so small and slim, Tara was afraid she would break her in bed. And she was so flighty, Tara wasn’t sure they could ever have anything serious.

      But did she need something serious? If spending time with Val made her happy, what more did she need?

      Damn her analytical brain. She was trying to figure out the pros and cons of the situation, but this was one of those situations that was one hundred percent emotional. She couldn’t figure out whether to ask someone out with logic.

      On Saturday, then, assuming Val showed up. Tara would ask her out.

      Unless, of course, she turned out to be so good that she actually did make the team. Then Tara might have a problem.

      She decided not to let herself worry about that.
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      Tara had considered and rejected the idea of asking the members of Monstrous Regiment to arrive early at Saturday’s practice; as it turned out, though, she didn’t have to ask. By ten minutes to ten, everyone had assembled—Megan and Mindy had even brought their girlfriends, Gianna and Shayna, both of whom sat back in the stands and chatted while waiting for the others to arrive.

      Tara looked at them all, grinning. “I’m glad to see you’re so enthusiastic about the tryouts.” Even Tiffany had come, though she hadn’t put on her skates.

      “We have to make sure the new girl is good enough,” Kristine said. Others nodded agreement.

      “I’m here!” came a familiar voice from behind Tara. “Sorry!”

      Tara turned in surprise to see Val rushing up to the locker room, bag in hand, camera around her neck. “Val? You’re early.”

      “I am?” Val sagged against the doorway, her eyes wide. “Don’t the tryouts start at nine-thirty? I’m sorry, I wanted you to be proud of me but I got caught up…”

      Tara waved away her apologies. “It starts at ten. But it’s good that you’re here early—you can meet the other girls as they arrive and give them your model releases.”

      Val frowned and looked at the back of her hand. “I wrote down nine-thirty.”

      She showed her hand to Tara, who had to hold back laughter. This wasn’t what she’d meant when she told Val to write things down, but it had apparently worked… even if she’d written down the wrong thing. “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “Oh!” Val straightened up as her brilliant smile spread across her face. “I know what I did. I wrote down an earlier time so I definitely wouldn’t be late. And it worked!”

      Tara couldn’t help relaxing at that lovely smile. And she was pretty tickled that Val had worked so hard to find a way to make sure she wasn’t late.

      “Are you trying out?” Helen asked.

      Val shrugged. “Yeah, Tara convinced me to. I know I suck, but—”

      Helen’s eyes widened. “That’s not what I meant!”

      “Okay, ladies, let’s get on the track,” Tara said. “As long as we’re here, get started with some laps. Might as well get your exercise in. Val, get your skates on.”

      Tara herself headed out to the front of the building to meet the other aspirants. It was a good thing she did, because there were two young girls standing just inside the front door, looking nervous. They couldn’t have been more than eighteen. That was fine—fresh blood was always good—as long as they were eighteen. The last thing Tara wanted was a legal liability on her hands.

      She skated up and introduced herself, shaking both their hands. They introduced themselves as Brittany, who was eighteen, and Makayla, who was nineteen (how could she be nineteen? Was Tara just getting old?).

      “Okay, you can go sit on that bench to put your skates on,” she told them, pointing to a bench near the track. “But first, I should let you know that we have a photographer working with the team. She’s going to bring model releases for you to sign if you’re okay with having your picture taken for the paper, but you don’t have to sign. I’m not even going to find out until afterward, so it doesn’t matter whether you sign or not, okay?”

      “Cool!” Makayla said, her eyes widening. They both headed over to the bench. Apparently neither of them was intimidated by the idea of photography.

      Tara stuck her head out the door to check that no one else was about to come in, then headed back toward the locker room to get Val. Val met her halfway.

      “Those two girls are trying out,” Tara said, pointing. “Go sit with them and see if they want to sign model releases. I’ll send everyone to that bench.”

      Val stared at Tara with her huge eyes, opened her mouth, and then shut it again and nodded. Tara watched her skate over to the bench (she seemed much steadier on her feet than last week), slightly mystified. Val seemed intimidated; what was she doing that was so scary?

      Well, she was a foot or so taller than the photographer.

      Another aspirant arrived, accompanied by a young man. Tara sent the young man to sit with the spectators—Gianna and Shayna, who had been joined by Tiffany—and the girl, who introduced herself as Mary, to the bench with Val and the others.

      Another two, Bobbie and Dayna, arrived together, and Tara gave them the same spiel. She checked on the bench, where Val seemed to be collecting model releases, and then turned to the track. Just in time, too: someone seemed to have fallen, and someone else had tripped over her, causing something of a pileup.

      Tara rushed onto the track, but they’d sorted themselves out by the time she got there. Kristine was the only one still brushing of her knees. “Are you all right?” Tara asked, looking among them all. She didn’t see any injuries.

      “I’m fine,” Kristine said, pulling a wry smile. “I just wasn’t paying attention and went head over toe stop. And then Christy went head over me.”

      Christy shrugged. “That one’s on me. I was following too close.”

      “As long as no one’s hurt,” Tara said, relieved. She really didn’t want any of her players being hurt, but especially not when they had newbies to vet and impress. “I think all our fresh meat is here, anyway, unless someone else is expecting a friend? No, then go sit over there—and not with your girlfriends, closer to the track. I want you all paying attention.”

      She skated back off the track toward the bench where the aspirants were sitting, not looking back. She trusted her team to follow her instructions. When she reached the aspirants, they were all sitting with their skates on tightly.

      “Everyone doing okay?” Tara said, offering a friendly smile. She remembered what it had been like the first time she’d tried out for roller derby—she’d been petrified. The team would build up the confidence of these girls soon enough if they had what it took.

      Four of them nodded meekly. Val gave her a bold grin; Mary, who’d arrived with her boyfriend or whatever, looked straight at her and said, “Hell yes!”

      Tara’s friendly smile turned into a grin. She shouldn’t be biased this early in the tryouts, but Mary was looking good already. “Okay, great. Val, you have what you need?”

      “Yeah, we’re all good,” Val said, giving her a thumbs-up. She still had “9:30” written on her hand.

      “Excellent, then let’s get you on the track. I want you all to skate three laps and meet me at the top. Just to make sure you can all skate in a circle.”

      She watched them all get onto the track—Val was definitely the wobbliest—and then skated slowly to the top of the track, watching them as she did. They could all skate in a circle. Mary was the first to arrive at the top after finishing her three laps; the other four arrived in a bunch, then Val last, taking a few photos as she came to a halt.

      Tara was actually impressed with her, though she tried not to show it. If she could skate and take photos at the same time without falling, she was doing really well.

      “Good,” she said. “Have any of you done the twenty-seven in five before?”

      Val’s eyes widened. Two of the girls shook their heads. Mary nodded with a confident smile. Bobbie, who was thickset and had braided pigtails, said, “I’ve tried it before, but I didn’t quite make it.”

      “That’s fine,” Tara said. “I’m going to time you for five minutes and I want to see how many laps you can each get done. Just take a minute of rest first.”

      She nodded to them and walked over to her team. “I want neutral third parties counting their laps. Six volunteers, raise your hands.”

      She had more than six, and quickly assigned each of them to watch one girl. She was tempted to keep Val for herself, but she knew she should be watching all of them. Tryouts weren’t just a speed test, after all; if the best girl was a little too slow, they would have time to get her up to speed.

      Tara got back to where the skaters were waiting for her, arranged them in staggered intervals around the track, and started them off. Mary was the fastest and most confident, but Bobbie wasn’t far behind. The others trailed, Val the furthest behind of all. Of course, she was taking photos as she skated.

      Tara was beginning to suspect that Val was not taking this tryout seriously.

      After a few laps, Bobbie’s speed increased as her back straightened. She was getting more confident. She caught up to Mary, then passed her. Mary seemed to consider this a challenge. For the next couple of minutes, Mary and Bobbie were almost neck and neck, one drawing ahead, then the other.

      They were all skating flat out, of course. There was no way to skate twenty-seven laps in five minutes without giving it your all. But Mary and Bobbie seemed to have more all to give than the others.

      When Tara’s watch beeped, she shouted to them to stop. She was pretty sure Mary and Bobbie had each managed the twenty-seven laps, and none of the others had made it past twenty-five. When she asked them for their counts, they confirmed her impressions, as did the team members who’d been her backup.

      She was almost ready to send three of them home, but she reminded herself that speed wasn’t everything. After all, on the track, they’d be likely to spend a lot of time moving much more slowly.

      She had Megan and Lisa bring out some mats and cones to set up an obstacle course, then sent the aspirants through it. Once again, Bobbie and Mary were clearly the best—this time Mary was pulling ahead again, her jumps and landings more graceful, her speed in between the obstacles higher. But both of them made it through the whole course without missing an obstacle or falling, which was more than could be said for the other aspirants.

      In fact, Val came up to Tara when she was done, breathing hard and massaging her hip, where she’d fallen when she didn’t quite make it over a mat. “I quit. I’m out.”

      Tara frowned at her, conflicting emotions telling her to encourage and discourage Val. “Are you sure? You’re not injured, are you?”

      “What, this? No, it’s just a bruise. But I suck at this. Seriously, Tara, I probably never should have agreed to try out.” Val grinned. “It’s fun but it’s not my thing. And I’ll take better pictures if I’m not trying to be good at skating at the same time.”

      “Well, that’s your choice,” Tara said. “Just don’t get in the skaters’ way when you’re taking pictures, okay?” She wasn’t really going to complain. She’d mentally dismissed Val as a real competitor almost right away.

      “Absolutely,” Val said with evident relief. She tossed off a mock salute and skated over to the side of the track, where she put her elbows on the wall.

      Tara turned to the other aspirants. “All right, you’re down to five. I’m going to have you do mini scrimmage drills now. I’ll put you together with two girls from the team. One of them will be a blocker, and one will be a jammer. You and the blocker will have to work together to keep the jammer from getting through. Is that clear to everyone?”

      They all nodded. “The jammer is the one who tries to skate fast and the blocker tries to stop her?” asked Brittany, who had not quite lost her nervous look.

      “That’s right,” Tara said, smiling at her and reminding herself that she didn’t care if the new player on her team was completely new to roller derby. They could mold her into an amazing player.

      But it was hard to imagine taking on one of these complete newbies when she had Mary and Bobbie, both of whom clearly had skating experience, even if they were new to the area or to actually playing roller derby.

      She used the random number app on her phone to choose an order, then did the same for the girls already on Monstrous Regiment who would be working with them. She felt a little bad putting a nervous newbie on the track with Mindy and Leya, two almost polar opposite personalities, but it wasn’t as though it would be hard to work with them.

      She could have almost predicted the results. The three quieter girls didn’t do so well. Bobbie and Mary were both excellent. Mary totally blocked Kristine, not allowing her to get past once—but she didn’t work very well with Shelly and more than once seemed confused that there was another blocker on the track. Bobbie, on the other hand, worked so smoothly with Gayle that it was as though they’d been on the same team for months. Helen did get past her a couple of times, but she was clearly comfortable on the track. Gayle actually gave Tara a surreptitious thumbs-up as she left the track.

      Well, that was enough for Tara. She had two excellent players to choose from; she wanted to test them both more, but there was no need to waste the other girls’ time.

      She took a deep breath. She hated this part. The other aspirants would surely understand that it wasn’t personal, but that didn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt to be told they had no chance.

      She ran through a few different scenarios in her head, then finally decided to just tell them bluntly. “It’s time for a break. Mary, Bobbie, have some water and relax. Stretch a little. The rest of you, you’ve done well, but the competition is pretty fierce.”

      Dayna, who’d arrived with Bobbie, nodded, pulling a wry smile. “You’re sending us home.”

      “You can stay and watch if you want,” Tara said. “But yes, I’ve narrowed it down to just Mary and Bobbie.”

      Dayna shook her head and started to take off her skates. “Thanks for the opportunity. This was fun, but I’m just going to look for the next article in the paper.”

      The others left, too, and Tara was a bit relieved. She didn’t want to have three girls there resenting her for missing out on the team. Now she just had to focus on Mary and Bobbie.

      “I’ll put you each on one side of a scrimmage match,” she told them. “Mary, you’ve obviously played before. Are you normally a blocker?”

      Mary nodded. “I can be flexible, but yeah, I’m more comfortable as a blocker.”

      “What about you, Bobbie?”

      “I’ve never played before,” Bobbie said. “But I think I would be better at blocking.”

      Tara nodded. “You’ll be replacing someone who normally plays blocker, so I’ll put you both in that position for the scrimmage. Let me get you some flags.”

      She went back to her bag in the locker room to get large fabric squares the teams could pin to their shirts so they would know who was on which team. She’d almost managed to forget about Val while she was focusing on the aspirants for the team, but there she was again, snapping picture after picture as Tara handed the girls each a flag, then handed them out to the girls who would be their teammates in the scrimmage.

      She didn’t choose randomly this time, but picked the team’s best players—Megan and Helen as the jammers; Leya, Gayle, and Mindy among the blockers. She might as well really see what the new girls’ stuff was made of.

      They wouldn’t be as good as those who had been on the all-star team. But as long as they could hold their own on the track, they would be good candidates for the team.

      As she got them started, Val made her way over to Tara. “Why aren’t you on the track?” she asked over the noise of squeaking skates and shouting players.

      “I have to watch,” Tara said, wondering how Val had known what was on her mind. She longed to be on the track herself right now—it would be a great way to deal with the tension of worrying about making this decision—but she couldn’t. She had to be able to see everything that was happening to make the best decision possible.

      But Val stayed by her, even as she was taking pictures, and Tara was grateful. There was no good reason for it, but she liked having Val there.

      The scrimmage went well, Mary and Bobbie both demonstrating good skills. Bobbie was again a little less polished, but that seemed to make her rely on the other players more. Tara noticed her glancing repeatedly at Leya and Shelly to take her cue from them, and she didn’t have any trouble communicating or understanding what they were about to do.

      Mary, on the other hand, was very fast—she actually managed to catch Megan and block her until the rest of the pack could catch up. But she left the pack and almost went out of bounds to do it. She also elbowed Gayle in the stomach; Gayle was fine, and Tara was quite certain it was an accident, but it showed that she wasn’t as aware of the other players as she should be.

      Both of their problems could be worked on. Both of them were good skaters who would be assets to the team. The question was, who would be the biggest asset?

      Which one of them could take Monstrous Regiment to the top of the Philadelphia roller-derby rankings?

      Tara blew the whistle when her watch told her the jam was up. The team Mary was on had won by two points, but Bobbie looked happier anyway.

      “Okay, I think I’ve seen enough of your skills,” she said, looking back and forth between Mary and Bobbie when they skated up to her. “The truth is, you would both be assets to any team.” Mary nodded. Bobbie bit her lip.

      “But right now, I don’t know who to choose for my team,” Tara said. “Can you both give me your phone numbers and I’ll get in touch with you when I’ve made my decision?”

      “I don’t suppose we could both find spots on the team,” Bobbie said, grinning sideways at Mary.

      Tara smiled. “I’m afraid not. I only have one empty spot.”

      Tara got their information and made sure they had hers, so they wouldn’t think it was a stranger calling. Bobbie went back to the bench to change out of her skates cheerfully enough, but Mary paused. She made a big show of catching Tara’s eye and giving a short nod, as if to say, You and I both know I’m in.

      It made Tara feel slightly sick to her stomach. But that didn’t mean that Mary wasn’t a good fit for the team. It just meant she was a little arrogant.

      And the derby players who were a little arrogant often did the best.

      Mary and Bobbie changed their skates, Mary collected her young man, and they left. Tara’s eyes flicked to Val, but she just grinned and took another photo.

      Tara skated over to where the rest of the team was sitting and sat down with a sigh. “This is going to be a tough decision.”

      There were nods all around. “They’re both really good,” Megan said.

      “Which would you pick?” Tara asked Shelly.

      Shelly shook her head, raising both hands in a ‘stop’ gesture. “This is your team now, not mine.”

      Tara grinned. “Okay, Gayle. Which would you pick? You played with both of them.”

      Gayle took a moment to think. “Bobbie. She communicated better. I think it will be a little easier to teach her to be a great player than to teach Mary to communicate well.”

      “But Mary already is a great player,” countered Helen. “Don’t we need that more than we need someone who can listen? We work together for six or more hours a week—it’s just natural to learn to be good communicators.”

      Tara wasn’t sure that was true, and she steadfastly avoided looking at Tiffany. But she didn’t say anything, deciding to let the players debate among themselves.

      “Are you saying we don’t have enough great players on this team?” demanded Mindy, making a few of them laugh.

      “I wonder where Mary came from,” Kristine said. “She’s obviously been on a derby team before, but I don’t recognize her.”

      “She probably just moved here,” Megan said. “But I’m surprised she wasn’t on an all-star team last year.”

      “We don’t need to speculate,” Christy said. “We just need to decide which one of them we’d rather have on the team, and personally, I think we’d all be happier working with Bobbie.”

      Tara listened as the debate continued. Five of them favored Bobbie, three favored Mary, and the other four were undecided. Tara was glad to have the feedback, but she had to let the team’s best interests guide the decision.

      She was an economist. She knew how people made decisions. And it wasn’t the sterile way that economic models tried to predict; people made decisions based on logic, but also based on emotion, adrenaline, and other factors.

      Economic models were based on humans making decisions based on what was in their best interest, what would make them happiest. But Tara had learned in her years studying and then working in economics that people didn’t always know what was in their best interests at the time they made the decision.

      When Christy and Helen started to snap at each other, Tara stood up. “Okay, we have a little time left, and obviously we need to blow off some steam. Everybody onto the track. Start backwards laps.”

      There was a little grumbling, but no one wanted to stay off the track for long. Tara watched them all get started, then looked over at Val, who was entering the track. She joined the laps, skating forward.

      Tara swallowed and told herself not to worry about Val. She joined the rest of them on the track, putting all her power into practicing her backward skating. She needed it as much as anyone else.

      She put them through another couple of challenging drills—things that made them think at the same time as they really put their bodies through their paces. By the time practice would normally end, they had all at least worked up a sweat, and Tara felt better. She was so relaxed that she found herself admiring Val’s ass as she skated ahead of her more than once.

      In the locker room when they were done, she was pleased to see Christy apologize to Helen, and Helen not only accept the apology but give one right back. Tara hadn’t really been worried about this decision splitting up the team, but it was never good to see derby girls argue with one another.

      Then Christy turned to her. “Sorry I let my temper get the best of me, Tara,” she said. “I’m sure whichever one you pick, she’ll be an asset to the team.”

      “That’s right,” said Yesenia, who had been staunchly on the side of Mary. “We trust you to make the right decision, Tara.”

      Tara put her hands on her hips. Her stomach was churning at the idea that the team trusted her so completely to make the right decision, so she tried to cover that with humor. “Come on, guys. I thought once we’d gotten some good exercise in, you’d all magically agree on one of them and I wouldn’t have to make any decisions at all.”

      “Sorry,” Shelly said with a laugh, clapping Tara on the shoulder. “This is one of the things you agreed to take on when you became team captain.”

      “Have any of you changed your minds?” Tara said, looking around the room. “Anyone who wasn’t sure earlier made a decision or switched your allegiances?”

      A few heads shook. No one said anything for a moment. Then Mindy said, with a wicked grin, “More of us like Bobbie than Mary. If this is a democracy, she wins.”

      Tara snorted. “Sorry, this is a dictatorship. And I don’t want anybody to get mad because I picked the wrong one, even if it’s only three of you.”

      Helen shook her head. “We’ll be happy with your decision. I agree with Christy and Yesenia. They’re both really good anyway, so the decision is academic.”

      “Well, I guess that’s what I signed up for.” Tara finally sat down to start changing. The team trickled out around her as she changed slowly, her mind still on the tryouts. She was less anxious about the decision now, but she still wanted to make the right one.

      When they were all gone, she packed up her bag and headed out to the door, but was surprised to see Val sitting on a bench, looking at her camera.

      Her heart pounding, she walked up to Val. It had to be fate, right? “You still here?”

      Val looked up and smiled, that brilliant smile that made her big blue eyes sparkle. “Yeah, I was just looking through my photos. I got some great ones. That was a really cool tryout, even if I was crap.”

      “You weren’t crap. You just need more practice.”

      Val shrugged one-shouldered. “Maybe. I’m having a lot of fun with this, though, so I don’t see any need to join a team anytime soon. Who are you going to pick for the team?”

      “Who do you think I should pick?” Tara asked, curious what Val would think.

      Her eyes went even wider, somehow, and she waved her hands in front of her chest as though fending off the question. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m not good at making decisions like this.”

      “No one is,” Tara said. “They’re different girls with different strengths, but they’re both really good, and they would both be assets to the team. That’s what makes this so hard.”

      “Is it hard for you?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I just thought… well, you seem so on top of things and confident.”

      Tara smiled, setting down her bag. “Well, I’m glad my disguise is working. I don’t feel that way at all.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. For example,” Tara knew what she was about to say and she tried to stop herself, but her mouth kept running away from her, “I’ve been too worried and uncertain to ask you out, but now that you’re definitely not going to be on my derby team, I should.”

      For a split second Val looked stunned, and Tara almost panicked, wishing she could stuff those words back into her mouth. But then Val grinned. “Yes.”

      “Yes?”

      “I will go out with you. Obviously. When?”

      Tara shook her head, slightly stunned that Val had agreed so easily. “Uh… tonight is out, we have weight lifting. Friday night?”

      Val put her hands on her hips. “I can’t wait that long. How about tomorrow for brunch?”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. “Brunch date. Okay.”

      “I know this amazing brunch place, if we can get in.”

      “Well… sure. I trust your judgment.” She wasn’t entirely sure that was true, but if she was going to go in on the emotional side enough to actually ask Val on a date, she may as well go all in and let Val make a decision. Besides, brunch sounded like a great setting for a date. They would have plenty of time to talk, and if things went badly, there was likely to be plenty of interesting food.

      They agreed on a place and time to meet, then walked together out of the building, though they turned different ways for different buses. Tara didn’t spend the walk home pondering her choices for the new player, but wondering what she had done asking Val on a date.
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      Tara was five minutes early to brunch, and was therefore not surprised to see no sign of Val in the short line at the front. After looking around nervously a few times, wondering which direction Val would even be coming from, she decided to join the line. Val hadn’t been sure about whether they would be able to get a table, so she might as well start trying as early as possible.

      The line moved slowly, but as Tara reached the front, Val had still not appeared. Tara was getting a churning sensation in her stomach, wondering if she’d been stood up. She checked her watch. Val was fifteen minutes late.

      “Hi, do you want to be seated at the bar?” asked a chirpy hostess with horn-rimmed glasses and big, heavy plugs in her earlobes.

      “Uh, table for two?” Tara stammered, not sure whether she wanted to be seated at the bar or not. It certainly wouldn’t be the best setting for a date.

      “We can only take you if your entire party is here,” the hostess said, snippiness underlying her cheerful tone this time.

      “Tara!”

      Tara turned and breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Val’s slender frame navigating through the crowd. “Sorry I’m late!” Val called.

      Tara waved to show she’d seen her and turned back to the hostess, not entirely suppressing a smirk. “My entire party is here.”

      “Great!” The smile she bestowed on Tara might have been pitying, but her next words were, “We can seat you right away,” which made up for it.

      Tara grabbed Val’s hand as she caught up so they could both follow the hostess with ease. She didn’t think about what she was doing until Val’s fingers were actually wrapped in her own. She felt awkward suddenly, but she didn’t let go.

      The restaurant was crowded, but not too noisy; the acoustics must have been good. The hostess seated them by a window and gave them menus.

      Tara looked down at the menu, taking a deep breath to steady herself. They had a dizzying array of options, and she had to pick the right one.

      Then she realized that Val might think she was mad at her for being late, so she looked up and smiled. “Did you schedule that with the hostess or something? You got there just in time. You didn’t even have to wait in line.”

      Val laughed. “Sorry I was late. I missed the first train. I hope you weren’t bored waiting for me.”

      Tara shook her head. “It was fine. Two minutes later would have been less fine.”

      “So what did you choose?”

      “Huh?” Tara looked down at the menu again. She could not have possibly had enough time to choose. Had Val even looked at her menu?

      “For the team!”

      “Oh!” Tara looked up again, embarrassed. “We decided to go with Bobbie. Gayle thought it would be easier to make her a great roller-derby player than to make Mary a good communicator, and I think she was right.”

      Val nodded with satisfaction. “Good. I thought so, too, but I didn’t want to influence your decision.”

      “I wish you’d told me,” Tara said, surprised. She’d thought Val didn’t have any opinion at all. “I like to have all the information possible before making a decision.”

      “I’m not part of the team,” Val said, shaking her head and looking down at the menu. “My opinion doesn’t matter. Anyway, I also think Bobbie was super hot, so she’ll be better for the photos. I wonder if I can get her to do some posed shoots at your next practice.”

      Tara didn’t turn to her menu right away. She was busy staring at Val in mild shock. Weren’t they supposed to be on a date? Why would she comment on the attractiveness of another girl?

      Okay, Bobbie was hot. That didn’t make it appropriate to say so. And now if Tara said anything, she would sound like she was fishing for compliments.

      She looked down at the menu in a hurry. There were so many options. What would be best? Something more breakfast-y, or something more like lunch? She normally ate very healthfully, and all the breakfast options looked like they were loaded with sugar. They had some fancy-sounding smoothies, but she didn’t want the server—or Val—to think she was one of those health-obsessed types who didn’t eat real food.

      A server seemed to materialize by their table just as she thought that. “What can I get you ladies to drink?” he chirped, as perky as the hostess.

      “Um, water?” Tara fumbled with the menu, looking to see if they had a list of drinks. There it was—but it was almost as long as the food menu. “Sorry, I missed the drinks menu. Can you come back in a few minutes?” She cringed inwardly.

      “Of course!” He turned to Val. “What about you?”

      “I don’t know,” Val said, chewing on a fingernail as she stared at the drinks menu. “What’s good?”

      “We serve a variety of delightful beverages,” the server said, still smiling. “What do you like?”

      “Oh, you know.” Val waved a hand vaguely. “All kinds of things.”

      Tara frowned, but looked back down at her own drinks menu, not staring at Val. This indecisiveness didn’t seem like the Val she knew, but maybe that was just because this was in a different context. She imagined, however, that this was annoying to the server, who surely had many tables to deal with today.

      At least she could pick her own drink quickly. She ascertained that there were regular daytime drinks, various types of coffee, and alcoholic beverages. Tara didn’t like to have coffee on the weekend, but alcohol looked like a good idea. It might relax her, even if she picked something light.

      While Val and the server chatted about the various drinks, Tara reviewed her options carefully, now that she’d narrowed them down. She’d never been a fan of champagne, so a mimosa was out. A Bloody Mary would sound like she was trying to get over a hangover. Most of the other drinks were way too much alcohol to have at brunch, and probably wouldn’t go well with brunch food. But there was a strawberry lemonade basil cocktail that sounded light, refreshing and tasty.

      She looked up just as Val was saying, “All right, I’ll have that one.”

      “Great,” the server said, making a note. Tara had missed what she was getting—some kind of kombucha? Well, it didn’t matter.

      “And I’ll have the Summer Morning,” Tara told the server before he could leave.

      “Perfect,” he said, making another note and giving her a warm smile. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.” He hurried off, probably before they could come up with any more demands.

      “So you’ve been here before?” Tara said, remembering that Val had suggested this place. “What do you think I should get to eat?”

      “Oh, I’ve never been here,” Val said, staring at her own menu and running her finger down it. “I’ve just heard about it a lot from friends.”

      Tara forced a laugh, masking her surprise and disappointment. “So you just suggested it so I would bring you here.”

      “I’m not asking you to pay for everything!” Val looked up quickly, her eyes wide. “I can pay my share. I just thought it would be a fun place to check out for a date.”

      “No, no, it’s fine,” Tara said. “I asked you for the date, I’ll pay. Don’t even worry about it.” She probably made a lot more money than Val, with her freelance photography and her yoga teaching—and Tara always adhered to the theory that the person who did the asking should pay. But she had to admit to herself that she felt a bit misled. She’d thought they were going somewhere Val particularly enjoyed, when she really knew very little about it.

      She turned her attention back to the menu, giving up any attempt to make conversation. She’d had a light breakfast, and it was starting to feel awfully far away, so she looked at the lunch-type food—she wanted something robust.

      They were both ready to order by the time the server returned with their drinks. Tara ordered a shrimp salad (maybe she should have gotten the Bloody Mary after all) and Val ordered vegan banana nut waffles.

      “I didn’t know you were vegan,” Tara said, surprised. “I would have ordered something without meat. Or at least without noticeable meat.”

      Val was slurping her kombucha (which had arrived in a mason jar with a straw), but paused to wave away Tara’s concern. “Oh no, don’t worry about this gal. I’m not vegan. I eat whatever. The waffles just sounded really good.”

      “Oh. Okay.” Tara couldn’t relax, so she grabbed her drink and took a large sip. It was tasty and refreshing, but not very strong. She might need more alcohol to get through this date.

      What was with her today? She was usually smooth and flirtatious, having fun on a first date even if she didn’t feel a spark. And despite the awkwardness so far, she did feel a spark.

      Maybe the problem was that she couldn’t tell whether Val felt it. She’d agreed to the date quickly enough, but she wasn’t acting all that into Tara. All the flirtatiousness she’d displayed at roller-derby practice had vanished.

      This might have been a terrible mistake. What if this date went so badly that Val didn’t want to follow the team for her articles anymore? The whole team would be disappointed and let down, and they’d be losing their wonderful, free advertising.

      Even if Val stuck with Monstrous Regiment, they would have to see each other frequently, and that would be awkward. Tara never should have asked Val out.

      She suppressed a sigh and took another drink of her cocktail. She wasn’t going to say any of this out loud. If she was lucky, at this point, they would both agree to pretend the date had never happened.

      Then Val reached over and put her hand on Tara’s, which she’d left on the table. There was almost a physical spark as their hands came together, and Tara put her drink down with such force that the ice cubes rattled against the glass.

      “I probably shouldn’t have suggested this,” Val said wryly. “I thought a brunch date would be fun, but this isn’t very romantic, is it?”

      “No, I guess not,” Tara said. Somehow she couldn’t look at anything right now other than Val’s lips. She was wearing a different shade of lipstick than she’d worn to practice—a brighter, more sultry red. Tara wanted to kiss it all off her.

      Why did she have such a powerful physical reaction, when emotionally, Val wasn’t her type at all?

      “I’m sorry if I’m making things awkward,” Tara said, tearing her gaze away from those lips and forcing herself to look Val in the eyes instead. That wasn’t exactly impossible, as her eyes were also beautiful. “I don’t know why I can’t just flirt with you. Believe me, this is not how I usually am on a first date.”

      Val laughed, her eyes sparkling. “Believe it or not, I could say the same about myself. But that’s good, right? Usually on a first date you’re trying to impress the other person, but we already know each other. We can let our real selves show.”

      “I guess you’re right,” Tara said, but she didn’t feel good about agreeing. Was she truly letting her real self show? She was doing her best to hide all her insecurities. She didn’t think Val would judge them, but she wasn’t ready to let them into the light.

      “My real self analyzes every problem until I find the most logical solution,” she added as the server returned with their meals. They had to pull their hands apart as he set their dishes down, and Tara felt a pang.

      “Shrimp salad was the most logical solution?” Val asked, pointing with her fork at Tara’s food.

      Tara nodded and stabbed a shrimp with her fork. “Protein.” She added some lettuce. “Vegetables. And the dressing is fat, and some decadence, since this is a date.”

      “Do you normally deprive yourself?”

      “No, I treat myself on a pretty regular basis,” Tara said with a smile. “But I like to keep my physique trim, and I prefer healthy food in general. It comes from being an athlete. On a date, though, it makes sense to feed myself something really nice that will help relax me.” She shoved the forkful into her mouth and chewed—it was very good.

      Val nodded along, then cut off a piece of waffle, drenched in syrup, sliced banana, and pecans. “I just eat whatever I feel like.” She shoved her own forkful into her mouth and closed her eyes in apparent bliss.

      “But I don’t think that’s right,” Val said, a moment later when they’d each had a few bites of their meal. “I’ve seen the snacks that the members of Monstrous Regiment to a game. You can’t tell me derby girls prefer healthy food.”

      “Oh.” Tara grinned and shook her head. “That wasn’t what I was referring to. I was a competitive athlete for a few years—I played lacrosse in college. I really had to watch my physique then. With roller derby, bigger can be better.”

      “Really? I used to watch women’s lacrosse games all the time! In case you can’t tell, I am really into lady athletes.” Val grinned archly and stroked a finger across the back of Tara’s wrist, making her almost shiver. “Where did you play and when? Maybe I saw a game.”

      “You probably wouldn’t have, actually. I played for Drexel, in oh-eight to twenty-ten, but,” she made sure to catch and hold Val’s gaze with her eyes, “I was on the men’s team.”

      She watched as Val’s expression changed from confusion to surprise to understanding. It did not, to Tara’s relief, change to disgust, fear, or anger. She hadn’t been worried about it—Val seemed even more open-minded than most, and Tara was rarely rejected by dates when they found out she was transgender, but it had happened, and it was never fun.

      “Clearly I missed out, then,” Val said cheerfully. “If you stopped in twenty-ten, then I would have just missed you—I was only starting college then.”

      “Where did you graduate from?” Tara asked, relieved still further by the fact that the conversation was now flowing more naturally.

      “Oh, I went to Temple, but I never graduated.” Val shrugged but stared down at her waffles, carefully cutting a few bites with the side of her fork. “I dropped out after my sophomore year. It just wasn’t really for me.”

      Tara couldn’t understand education not being for someone, but it seemed that Val didn’t need higher education for her career. Or was it that she’d ended up with jobs that didn’t require higher education because that was what she could get? She must have been pretty lucky to get a journalism job, even freelance, without a degree, so maybe her skills just spoke for themselves.

      Right. The conversation. She searched for a way to continue it naturally without criticizing Val and had to take another gulp of her drink. It was running low.

      “I guess we have that in common,” she finally said. “I dropped out of lacrosse after my sophomore year.”

      “Yeah? Was it because…” Val bit her lip, obviously uncertain how to ask the question. Her uncertainty was adorable.

      “No, no, it was because I’m a nerd.” Tara spotted the server and lifted her hand to get his attention. “I’d fallen in love with economics, and I couldn’t devote the practice time to lacrosse anymore. It was a tough decision to make, but it seems to have worked out for me.”

      She still felt guilt and anxiety at times, remembering how difficult it had been to announce that she was quitting the team—remembering, especially, her best friend Shane’s reaction, feeling like she was betraying him and betraying the whole team.

      She and Shane hadn’t even spoken since college. He wouldn’t recognize her today.

      The server had arrived and was looking at her expectantly. She took a deep breath. She suddenly didn’t feel like more alcohol was a good idea. “Can I have a ginger ale, please?”

      “Sure thing. You done with the Summer Morning?”

      “No, I’ll finish it,” she said, putting her hand over the glass. “But one is enough.”

      He nodded and turned to Val. “How about you? Still working on your kombucha?”

      “Yes, but could I have a glass of water as well, please?”

      “No problem, ladies. Be right back.”

      They lapsed into silence chewing their food again. Now Tara wished she had never called the server over, even though she was thirsty. She’d interrupted the flow of conversation.

      Then again, the conversation had not been going in a direction she enjoyed. She tried to come up with another topic of conversation. Something that would make it sound like she was interested in Val. “So how did you end up teaching yoga?”

      “Oh, it just seemed like something I could do without a college degree. I mean, I was waiting tables for a while, but that kind of sucked. No offense to the people working here—it’s a hard job.”

      Tara nodded. “I can imagine.” She’d never had a real job before finding one as an economist; she’d worked in her college’s main office for a while, filing forms and stuff like that, but it had only been a for few hours a week.

      She’d been lucky in her career choice—but also, she sometimes thought with guilt, somewhat mercenary. Economists earned a lot more than professional lacrosse players. Of course, if she’d stuck with lacrosse she wouldn’t have had student loans, but she suspected her lifetime earnings would balance out in favor of economics in the end.

      And thinking that way was exactly why she’d become an economist instead of a lacrosse player.

      “So I saved up enough from waitressing to take yoga teacher training,” Val explained. “That was a lot of fun, and I really love it.”

      “But you don’t do it full-time?”

      Val wrinkled her nose adorably. “Yoga teaching isn’t really a full-time job. At least, I don’t know anybody who does it. I think you’d have to own your own studio. Besides, I’m too flaky to stick with just one job.” She grinned at Tara, a piece of banana sticking to her front teeth. “I like to take photos, and I managed to convince enough newspapers and blogs to buy some of my photos that The Big Whirl offered me a better freelance position. And a couple of the places I used to waitress have me on call for busy nights.”

      It all sounded overwhelming to Tara. How could Val rush around doing so many different things? “Wouldn’t you rather have a full-time journalism position or something?”

      Val shook her head and took a sip of the water that had just arrived. “I don’t like to be tied down like that. The freelance life suits me better. When there isn’t enough journalism and I don’t have enough yoga to teach to cover my expenses, I take in mending.”

      Tara tried not to laugh, taking a drink of her ginger ale to cover it. “Mending? Isn’t that a little old-fashioned?”

      “Maybe, but you wouldn’t believe how many people don’t know how to sew a simple button back onto their jeans or reinforce a seam that gets frayed. It doesn’t pay much every time, but it’s always been enough to keep me bumping along.”

      Tara remembered the last pair of jeans she’d thrown out—because the hem was fraying and the button had burst off. She hadn’t had the time or the knowledge to fix them herself. She had to laugh this time. “I guess you’re right. I wish you’d been around last month when I tossed some jeans. I’m sure your mending would have cost less than a new pair.”

      Val winked. “Baby, for you I would have done it for free.”

      Tara felt a flutter in her stomach and wished she hadn’t. Why was she so attracted to Val? It was clear that their lifestyles were completely incompatible. Tara had a steady, serious job. She was methodically paying off her student loans while living in a tiny apartment, so that when that was done, she could direct all that cashflow toward buying a house.

      She had no idea where Val lived, or whether she had any savings. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to ask.

      Instead, she realized that she and Val had both finished their food and most of their drinks, so she called over the server again. “Do you want any desserts?” he asked.

      “I don’t want any,” Tara said, looking at Val.

      Val was staring at her with an odd, tiny smile, and shook her head. “I don’t need dessert after those waffles.”

      “Just the check, then.” As the server walked off, Tara said to Val, “What?”

      Val shook her head slightly. “So what do you do for work? Something economical?”

      Tara couldn’t help grinning. “As a matter of fact, I’m an economist.”

      Val snorted. “What does that mean, you measure the economy?”

      “Sort of, sometimes. My company studies trends and makes projections, usually to support one side or the other in a court case.”

      Val’s smile was replaced by her red cupid’s-bow lips forming an O. “So you’re the Man.”

      “No, no, if anyone, Brent and Marianne—they’re my bosses—are the Man. And we’re just as likely to support the government in a case as someone fighting against the government, though admittedly, it’s usually rich white guys, or companies run by rich white guys. They’re the only ones who can afford to hire us.”

      She had a strong feeling that Val’s eyes were glazing over. Luckily, the server arrived with the check. Tara gave it a quick glance over before scribbling the tip and her signature and tucking her credit card in. It wasn’t actually as much as she’d thought it would be—probably because Val hadn’t ordered anything alcoholic.

      “So you work for the Man all day and then you go to roller derby to get your nerves out by beating on bitches?”

      “Something like that. You’ve seen me play.”

      “No, not really. I’ve only seen you in scrimmages. I bet you guys are a lot more vicious with your elbows and fists in a real game.”

      Tara shook her head, looking at Val. “That’s all against the rules. Maybe we fight harder in a real bout, but no elbows or fists. Much as some of my teammates might lament it.”

      “Still, full-contact, bodies slamming and pushing against each other… it must be hot.” Val’s eyes sparkled.

      “Regretting that you didn’t try harder to get on the team?” Tara teased.

      Val leaned back in her seat and shook her head. “I think it’s enough fun to just watch.”

      The server brought back Tara’s credit card, and she put it away, then got up, pulling on her coat and lifting her purse. She wasn’t at all sure that she could consider what had just happened a successful date, but Val walked with her outside. Tara buttoned up firmly against the cold February air; Val left her jacket unbuttoned, apparently unbothered by the chill.

      They left the restaurant with a brief chat about where they were going, then headed away from the restaurant, still walking together. As they rounded the corner, Val grabbed Tara’s wrist in a tight, wiry grip, backing against the brick wall as she did. She pulled Tara against her and captured her mouth in a searing kiss.

      For a moment all thoughts, all anxieties, were blotted from Tara’s mind. There was nothing but Val’s lips, then her pierced tongue, then—as Tara took a step closer—her breasts and her hips, pressed lightly against Tara’s body.

      Val broke the kiss, then said in a throaty, low whisper, “Come home with me.”

      Tara shook her head. It wasn’t as though she wasn’t interested—oh, she was definitely interested in Val’s body. But did they really get along? They’d found topics of conversation briefly, but it fizzled out every time. Tara’s spark of interest was inconsistent, and she couldn’t tell whether Val felt a spark at all, or whether she just wanted sex.

      They needed to have a professional relationship. They couldn’t just sleep together if they felt like it. And a physical connection, without a mental one, just wasn’t what Tara wanted in her life.

      Val’s eyes shone with hurt and disappointment. “Are you sure? We could go to your place instead? I have roommates, but they’re not home today.”

      Tara took a deep breath. “Sorry, I just don’t think… I don’t think we should.”

      “Why not?” Val’s voice was breathy. She slid her hand up Tara’s arm, under her coat sleeve, caressing the biceps. “You want it, and I want it. I know you like to analyze things, but sex doesn’t need to be analyzed.”

      It was like Val’s voice, her words, were going straight to Tara’s core. She tingled all over, wanting very much to take Val up on her request. No, more—she wanted to throw Val over her shoulder and drag her home, taking control of every aspect of the situation.

      This was one of those emotional things that she didn’t need to analyze, wasn’t it?

      “All right,” she said. “But let’s go to my place.”

      Val’s eyes sparkled and she licked her lips. “Just lead the way.”
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      Val kept touching Tara subtly as they rode the bus, then walked the few blocks, back to her apartment. She didn’t think any of the other passengers or people on the street noticed, and the touches shouldn’t have been erotic—except they were. A gentle caress to the back of her knuckles, the flick of a lock of hair out of her eyes, a nudge of the edge of one foot to another.

      By the time they got back to Tara’s apartment, Tara was wild with desire. She might not really get erections anymore, but her pants were definitely getting uncomfortably tight.

      She unlocked the door, let both of them in, and then took a deep breath, putting her hands on Val’s shoulders. “I just want to make sure you know what you’re getting into,” she said.

      “I’ve slept with trans women before,” Val assured her. “I’m not freaked out.”

      “Did they still have penises?”

      “One did. Does that mean you can fuck me like a guy would?”

      “Not exactly,” Tara said dryly, trying to keep herself from laughing again. “I don’t get hard enough to penetrate anything.”

      “Got it,” Val said. She reached up and began to unbutton Tara’s coat. “Can we get started now, or are you going to over-analyze everything?”

      “I just want,” Tara started, but she was interrupted by Val suddenly yanking her down by the front of her coat and planting another searing kiss on her lips.

      “I want you to fuck me,” Val whispered into her face. “You agreed to that. Are you backing out now?”

      “No,” Tara said, her voice coming out breathless. Damn, but she wanted Val.

      “Good.” Val kissed her again, and while Tara was distracted, got her out of the coat, then pulled her shirt up. They only broke the kiss so that Tara could pull her shirt over her own head (Val’s arms weren’t quite long enough to make it over Tara’s masses of kinky hair).

      By the time Tara tossed her shirt aside—she’d never been so glad for her tiny apartment, so the bed was only steps away—Val had gotten out of her coat. Tara took control then, sliding her hands under Val’s slinky shirt and over her breasts. She gasped when she encountered soft flesh and perky nipples—Val wasn’t wearing a bra.

      “Optimistic about this date, were you?” she asked, pinching Val’s nipples.

      Val tilted her head back slightly, exposing the pale column of her neck. “I’m always optimistic about getting to fuck hot women. But the last two times I tried with you, you didn’t go for it, so I figured being more direct might help.”

      “The last two times?” Tara pulled Val’s shirt off and knelt—she only had to stretch her neck a bit to reach Val’s nipples with her mouth.

      Val’s breathing sped up as Tara sucked on each of her pert, pink nipples. “When you taught me to skate, of course. And I thought if I agreed to try out for the team, it might get your interest. I guess it did, just not as quickly as I hoped.”

      Tara looked up. “You agreed to try out for a roller-derby team because you wanted to have sex with the captain? That’s a little backwards.”

      “Well, I didn’t think I’d make it. And I didn’t know you’d have some silly rule against sleeping with your teammates.”

      “I don’t.” Tara slid her hands down to Val’s narrow waist—her skin was so soft and supple—and stood up. “I’ve dated teammates in the past, though it never got quite that far. But anyone on the team while I’m captain is off-limits. I have power over them.”

      “That’s very responsible of you.”

      Tara turned and walked to her bed—just a mattress on a box spring, but good enough for everything she needed it for. She sat down and began to unlace her boots. When she looked up, kicking them off, Val was still standing in the middle of the room, topless, biting her lip.

      She made quite an alluring sight, but that wasn’t where Tara wanted her. Grinning, she patted the bed next to herself. “Get over here. Take your shoes off, or how am I supposed to get your pants off?”

      Val gave a breathless laugh and jogged the few steps to the bed, her tits bouncing. She sat down and kicked off her shoes while Tara removed her socks.

      “You’ve been awfully bundled up,” Val said, turning to the waist of Tara’s pants. “Let’s fix that.”

      “I don’t like the cold.”

      “Well, let me warm you,” Val murmured, placing her scorching lips against the skin of Tara’s stomach. “God, you are just muscle all over, aren’t you? This is amazing.”

      She released the buttons of Tara’s pants and pulled them down, leaving Tara’s dick free to strain only against her underwear. Tara kicked the pants free and pushed on Val’s shoulders, laying her down on the bed. “You want to see what these muscles can do?”

      “Yes,” Val cried, her voice spiraling high with lust. Tara licked her lips and pulled off Val’s pants. She was hairless, her pussy displayed by a thong.

      Tara pulled Val by the legs so they could make better use of the bed, then tugged her legs up over her shoulders. Val was staring at her, panting and glassy-eyed, her pussy lips soaking. Tara lowered her head, keeping her shoulders firmly in place supporting Val’s legs, and grabbed the crotch of Val’s underwear with her teeth.

      Val moaned as Tara leaned back, pulling the thong off. She dropped it on the floor, then resumed her former position. She could see the wetness dripping from Val’s lips and hear her making tiny whimpers. Oh yes, she was doing this right.

      She slid her hands along the mattress and under Val’s ass. She caught her breath, squeezing the cheeks, astonishingly firm and round for someone who didn’t roll around in skates all day. “Damn, this is a nice ass,” she murmured. “Yoga must be as good for your ass as roller derby.”

      “I work hard,” Val panted. Tara might have hoped for a bit more eloquence, but she was rather distracted.

      Tara flexed her arms and bent her elbows, lifting Val’s ass several inches off the mattress. Val let out a high-pitched cry, her hands clinging to the sheets, her feet wriggling around for purchase. “Just lean on me,” Tara murmured, letting her breath wash over Val’s pussy as she spoke. “Put your feet on my back.” She felt Val do as she asked. “Good.”

      For a moment, they just held still, Tara breathing in the sweet aroma of Val’s wetness and listening to her whimper. Then she dove in, lapping with her tongue from the back of Val’s vaginal opening all the way over her inner lips and to the tip of her clit.

      Val screamed and bucked, tightening her legs around Tara’s shoulders as if to hold herself in place. Tara smiled with satisfaction and continued the long, slow strokes of her tongue until Val started to moan out loud. “Tara… oh, please, baby… Tara…”

      Tara focused her attention on Val’s clit, pressing and stroking it, swirling her tongue around and around until Val broke beneath her, her entire body contracting around Tara’s shoulders. She held her tongue in place until Val stopped shuddering, then lowered her gently to the mattress.

      Val sucked in a loud, deep breath. “God, you’re incredible. You’re not kidding about those muscles.”

      Tara smiled and lay down on the bed beside her, stretching out her long limbs. “They’re useful in many ways.”

      “Hmm.” Val rolled over onto her side, facing Tara. “You had me so distracted I forgot to get you out of your clothes. Let’s fix that.” She reached behind Tara and unhooked her bra in one deft motion.

      Tara lay back and allowed Val to pull off her bra, biting her lip. Val offered light strokes to her breasts and nipples, making Tara shiver with anticipation. She wanted Val so badly it was hard to believe this was really happening.

      Val continued her light strokes down Tara’s body, caressing her muscles, her abs and her thighs, until Tara was tense with desire. Her dick was pushing up the fabric of her underwear, straining against it, and she held her breath as Val pulled the small covering away.

      Val dove in without any hesitation, her bright, hot mouth closing around Tara and sucking a long, drawn-out moan from her. The throbbing seemed to redouble, her desire even more strengthened by Val’s enthusiasm.

      She’d never had a lover with so little hesitation before—even other trans women were usually uncomfortable with a woman’s penis. Val hadn’t been wrong to push back against Tara’s hesitation.

      “Harder,” she managed, as Val’s sucking continued with no change. Val obeyed, pulling harder with her mouth and tongue, adding her teeth. Tara groaned, closing her eyes to focus better on the pleasure.

      “Harder, harder,” she panted as she grew close. She had to, she was ready—

      Val managed to fit her tiny hand around the base of Tara’s dick and squeeze hard just as her lips did the same. Tara bucked, her hips thrusting her dick deeper into Val’s mouth as she came, an enveloping, overwhelming pleasure.

      Val let go of her and flopped back on the bed to face Tara, grinning with delight. “Oh, that was fun.”

      “Definitely worth the effort,” Tara agreed.

      “Oh, am I so hard to deal with?” Val laughed. “I try to make up for it by being good in bed. I’m glad it worked for you.”

      Tara shook her head, but didn’t know what to say in response. It wasn’t that Val was hard to deal with—it was just that she and Tara didn’t have much in common. Except lust for each other, apparently. Val had such an amazing body, Tara wished she could see it again and again, but knew she probably shouldn’t.

      She took a deep breath and said it. “We probably shouldn’t have done this, you know.”

      Val hit her lightly on the arm. “Are you analyzing again?”

      “We have to work together. I’m the team captain, you’re the journalist. What if this causes trouble in front of the team?”

      Val leaned forward and kissed Tara, deep and long. Her breath was still sweet with sex. “I’m not going to cause trouble. What about you?”

      “I just thought things could be awkward.” She thought of Gayle and felt ashamed for a moment, but mentally shook it off. Gayle and Val were obviously comfortable with seeing each other, and Gayle was in a happy, committed relationship. She wouldn’t be jealous that Tara had successfully hooked up with Val where she hadn’t.

      “I’m really good at not being awkward,” Val said. “I’ll deflect any awkwardness coming from you.”

      Tara couldn’t help laughing. “I don’t know. I think you underestimate my ability to be awkward.”

      Val kissed her again, then sat up onto her knees and straddled Tara, pushing her onto her back. She held her face and kissed her again and again, until Tara was dizzy and her dick was stirring once more.

      Val laughed a little. “This doesn’t have to mean anything, you know. I hope that’s not what you’re freaked out about. I mean, I’m not going to flatter myself that you fell in love with me over that stupid awkward brunch. I just think you’re super fucking hot and would really like to fuck you a few more times.”

      Tara felt relieved, even though she hadn’t thought that Val had any serious feelings for her, either. Maybe it was just that things were out in the open. They could agree to casual sex. Just because it wasn’t usually her thing, and wasn’t what she was looking for long-term, didn’t mean it couldn’t be fun for now.

      After all, she had her long-term plans. She wasn’t going to be ready to move out of this apartment for a couple more years; she could wait to meet someone until then. And why couldn’t she have a great time until then?

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page.” Tara lifted her hands to Val’s waist, then slid them up to cover her tits. “Especially about the sex.”

      Val let out a shaky breath. “Oh, yes. You ready for the second jam?”

      Tara laughed out loud. “You’re learning your derby terminology.” She hesitated, wondering how this would be received, then moved her hands back to Val’s waist and lifted her up in the air. She practically threw Val onto her back, flipping over to follow her and kneel over her.

      Val let out a cry when she hit the mattress, making Tara nervous for a moment, but her eyes were closed and her breathing was even more rapid. “God yes,” she whispered. “Block me, baby. Or whatever the fuck you do when you slam into me.”

      “Like this?” Tara lowered her hips to grind against Val’s, their hipbones and crotches pressing together.

      “Is this how you do it in a derby match?” Val said, blinking her eyes open and grinning. She brought her hips up off the mattress, grinding with vigor against Tara.

      “Only if you’re really lucky.” Tara lifted off of Val and slid a hand between them. She found Val’s clit, still slick and swollen, and pinched it until Val screamed. Then she rubbed it, slowly and methodically, until Val came again with a moan that started out low in her chest and continued, rising higher and higher, until the sound disappeared from Tara’s ears.

      “Fuck,” Val panted. “I didn’t know I could make a sound like that. I hope there aren't any dogs in the building freaking out right now.”

      Tara snorted with laughter. “The only dog I know is the obnoxious little poodle on the fourth floor. Let him freak out.’ Val was so funny and irreverent. She was like Tara...

      Well, like Tara had been before she took on the responsibility of the entire derby team. Maybe that was why she liked her so much. Except that Tara was never late for anything.

      She should try not to hold that against Val. No one was perfect.

      Besides, it was hard to hold anything against Val when she was reaching for her dick again, squeezing it in her strong little hand, rubbing it up and down its length and sending spikes of pleasure through Tara’s crotch.

      Tara fell back onto the mattress, giving Val better access. Val straddled Tara’s thighs and rubbed harder and harder, biting her lip, her face shiny with sweat. Tara stared at her until she came with a moan. It wasn’t as good the second time—but she was surprised she’d been able to get it up again so quickly, and she was quite satisfied with this.

      “How was that?” Val said, her mouth pinched with a bit of anxiety.

      “It was great.” Tara smiled at her and patted the mattress by her side.

      Val lay down next to her and curled against her. “You were right, it was different than anyone I’ve been with before. I liked that.”

      “You’re different than anyone I’ve been with before, too. Though not in terms of specific genitalia, of course.” Tara smoothed Val’s dark hair back from her forehead, feeling oddly tender at the moment. “You certainly didn’t hesitate.”

      Val grinned up at her. “I never do. Can I ask a personal question, though?”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. “We just had sex twice. What more is there to know?”

      “Well… why not have the surgery? I’m just curious.”

      Tara had to laugh. “That’s an easy answer, and I’m surprised you couldn’t figure it out yourself.”

      Val frowned and shook her head. “I don’t know. I mean, I can’t imagine being in your place. I’m cisgender, obviously, and I’ve always been really happy with my body.”

      “It’s surgery,” Tara explained. “Very serious surgery with a long recovery time. Something like six weeks.”

      Val’s eyes widened and she grinned. “Oh, you’d have to take time off from roller derby.”

      “Probably longer than six weeks, because it’s a full-contact sport.” Tara nodded, pushing herself up on her elbow. “I do want to get it eventually, but I’m not in a hurry right now. I’ll wait until I’m too old for roller derby or something.”

      “That sounds like it would be a really long wait.”

      Tara shrugged. “It is what it is. I’m surviving just fine, as you can see.” In a perfect world, she would have already had gender reassignment surgery—but in a perfect world, she wouldn’t need it, because she would have been born with a body that matched her brain. Luckily, her dysphoria wasn’t so bad that she disgusted herself every time she looked down in the shower.

      “Just fine? I think you look great.” Val eyed her up and down.

      Tara laughed and gave her a gentle shove on the shoulder. “I think two times was enough, greedy.”

      “You’re probably right.” Val climbed off the bed, stretched—Tara admired her form once more—and started to gather up the clothes. “Will I—yes, I definitely will see you again, soon.”

      “You’d better,” Tara said, sitting up. “If you get so freaked out by sleeping together that you abandon the team, I’ll never forgive you.”

      Val shot her a smoldering look over her shoulder. “I do not get freaked out by sleeping together. Your next practice is on Tuesday, right?”

      “Yeah. Do you want to come to every practice?”

      “No, I think that would be overkill. I’ll try to show up once a week. I’ll text you beforehand so you know when to expect me, okay?”

      “Perfect.” Val had finished dressing, so Tara walked her to the door. She didn’t put her own clothes on—she needed a shower now, anyway. After a quick glance out through her peephole to make sure the hallway was clear, she opened the door and ushered Val out.

      What a weird date. She’d never had such a mismatch before between her attraction to someone’s body and her attraction to the same person’s mind. She’d slept with women who weren’t long-term prospects, but usually that was because she was a lot more interested in them than they were in her.

      Maybe this was just what she needed, though. Sex with no strings attached. It was at least a nice consolation prize for a long string of dates that fizzled out after the third, if they even went that far.

      As long as nothing got awkward at practice, this arrangement was perfect.
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      Val did actually show up at practice on Tuesday—and every day that week, despite what she’d said about overkill. Tara was trying to focus on training Bobbie, the new girl, getting her up to speed with the rest of the team and helping her pick out a roller-derby name, but she kept getting distracted. One way or another, she had to be the one wrangling Val, making sure she wasn’t about to crash into the rest of the team or looking through her paperwork and signing things or finding a place to store her extra camera lenses. Not to mention the fact that she kept taking Val home after practice.

      She was still able to manage her normal duties, leading the team and keeping up with her own practice, but she’d meant to take extra time to work with Bobbie. She needed to take extra time to work with Bobbie. Bobbie was getting along really well with the rest of the team—they hardly seemed to notice Tiffany’s absence—but she hadn’t been holding tryouts for a friend. She’d recruited a strong blocker.

      On Saturday, after she realized that she’d missed Bobbie going out of control and falling down because she was worrying about Val tripping and falling over her own feet, she pulled Bobbie aside in the locker room. “Are you doing okay?” she asked quietly. “I’m really sorry, I wanted to take more time to train you, but I’m dealing with this reporter at the same time. Maybe I should have her take a break from visiting our practices.”

      Bobbie shook her head, grinning, her skinny braids bouncing. “I’m doing great, actually! Don’t worry about me. Everyone on the team is being really helpful, and I’m super looking forward to being in the paper.”

      “I should be training you, though.”

      “I can take over Bobbie’s extra training,” Kristine piped up. Tara had not realized she’d been listening. In fact, she’d intended for this to be a private conversation between her and Bobbie, but then she saw Kristine and Bobbie lock eyes and then quickly look away from each other. Bobbie was blushing slightly.

      Tara had to bite her lip to keep from laughing. So it was like that, huh? “Are you sure? I mean, I trust you, Kristine, but you’re volunteering for a bunch of extra work.”

      “What, you don’t think I can handle it?”

      “It’s an important job. You might have to stay late sometimes.”

      “I think I can do that.”

      “Would you be okay with that, Bobbie?” She shouldn’t even be arguing with Kristine—it was Bobbie’s future that was at stake here. At least her future with the team.

      “Kristine seems like a really good player,” Bobbie said, nodding. “What kind of extra work do you think I need?”

      “I want you to get faster,” Tara said bluntly. “And you need a bit more control on the skates. You’re responsive to what everyone else needs, and that’s great, but you need to be able to do exactly what you intend to do, as well.”

      Bobbie pulled a face, wrinkling her nose. “I can’t argue with that. I almost crashed into Yesenia earlier when I meant to go past her.”

      “Is that when you fell down?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Core strength will help with the control,” Kristine said. “Bobbie, you’re joining us for the weight lifting tonight, right?”

      “Of course. Gotta get swole.” Bobbie grinned.

      “I’ll spot you,” Kristine said, nodding. “Make sure you focus on the important muscles. If that’s okay with you, Tara.”

      “Perfect,” Tara said. She didn’t know why she was so relieved. Val wouldn’t be coming to their weight lifting session, so Tara would have all the time she needed to focus on Bobbie and help her with her form. Maybe she just felt like she needed a break.

      “Okay, you two take a minute to sit, but then I want everybody back out on the track,” she said. “I’m going to whip this team into shape.”

      Tara skated out of the locker room and stood with her back against the wall just outside the door, where no one would notice her right away when they were coming out. Closing her eyes, she rubbed them with the heels of her palms. Was this all too much for her? Was she finally finding herself unable to handle the captaincy?

      She was spreading herself too thin. She should have turned down the offer of the news article when Val had first called about it, given that opportunity to a more experienced captain. It was hard to regret meeting Val, but trying to balance journalism, learning to be team captain, and training a new player… it was clearly beyond her capabilities.

      But she couldn’t back out of any of it now.

      “Hey, captain!”

      Tara lowered her hands and quickly turned toward the voice, only to see a flash of light as Val took a photo of her. Val lowered the camera, grinning, but her smile faded as she saw Tara’s face and checked the picture on the back of her camera. “This isn’t going to look good in the paper.”

      “Don’t use that one,” Tara said, unable to keep the sigh out of her voice. “Please.”

      “Sure. Deleted.” Val looked up. “Are you okay?”

      Tara shrugged. She didn’t want to say what she was thinking, so she just turned back toward the locker room. “Okay, team! Let’s get back on the track! Go, go, go!”

      

      As the weeks went by, Tara was extremely pleased to see the way Bobbie’s performance improved. Kristine was turning out to be a good coach, whatever other relationship with Bobbie she might have (and Tara didn’t ask—much as she loved a good gossip, she didn’t think it would be polite to pry into her team members’ love lives). Bobbie was integrating with the team really well. Those doubts, at least, were out of the way. Tara no longer feared that she’d been wrong to choose Bobbie over Mary.

      At the end of March, Tiffany called her to say that she’d found another team—this team wasn’t a competition team, but she confessed that she thought she would be better off just playing more casually for a while. She blamed the stress of competition for her jealousy over Gayle. Tara was happy for her, and said so, but she knew she’d never want Tiffany on a team again.

      Then at a practice early in April, she found herself yelling at Bobbie so loudly that half the team stopped what they were doing to stare at her. Tara snapped her mouth shut, the blood draining from her face, and retreated to the locker room.

      How could she have done that? All Bobbie had done was strike out with an elbow—something all of them had done one time or another. At least three players on Monstrous Regiment had been sent to the penalty box for it in Tara’s memory. It wasn’t a good habit to get into, but it wasn’t that big of a deal.

      The stress was getting to her. Maybe she should pass the captaincy on to someone else. Kristine was obviously proving capable.

      But that wouldn’t be fair to her. They were barely a month away from the start of derby season. She wouldn’t have time to prepare before actual matches against other teams were upon them. Tara had to shoulder the burden herself—the burden she’d asked for. She just had to get stronger so she could keep carrying it.

      She never should have lifted it in the first place, knowing it was too heavy for her.

      “Hey.”

      Tara looked up at the soft voice. Her stomach twisted when she saw Val enter the locker room, but she didn’t say anything to stop her from walking closer, or from laying her small hand gently on Tara’s shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      Tara swallowed. “It’s not me you should be worrying about. It’s Bobbie.”

      “Bobbie can handle it. You’re the one who freaked out and left.” Val sat down next to Tara on the bench, watching her expectantly.

      Val wasn’t flirting this time. They’d slept together several more times since their mess of a brunch date, but it hadn’t been as explosive as that first time. Tara had started to gently rebuff Val’s advances. As she’d gotten to know her better, Tara had realized that she was enjoying having Val as a friend more and more, and she wanted to keep that separate from her attempts at no-strings-attached sex.

      And she was the only friend Tara had who both understood roller derby and who Tara could talk to about her fears. No one at work would know what she was talking about, and she couldn’t unload onto the team.

      “I can’t handle this,” Tara said, ready to launch into her confession, but Val just smiled.

      “Of course you can.”

      Tara shook her head. “I never should have gone in to be captain in the first place. I’m not good enough.”

      “If you’re not good enough, who is?”

      “Kristine, or Lisa, or…” Shelly had been an amazing captain. But she’d chosen to step down.

      “Yeah, but they didn’t step up for it, did they? You’re the only one who did.”

      “I was trying to prove something.” Tara snorted, a mirthless laugh. “But it’s just like with lacrosse. I can’t handle it. What was I thinking? I never should have dragged the team into my personal issue.”

      Val frowned. “So you have something to prove, and you’re just giving up? That’s not like you.”

      “How do you know what’s like me and isn’t?” Tara snapped. She regretted it immediately, but Val didn’t seem to be offended.

      “Okay, maybe I don’t. But doesn’t it motivate you to keep working if I think less of you for giving up?” Val laughed.

      “Maybe it would, if you really thought less of me.” Tara managed a small smile.

      “There we go! Got you to smile. I believe you can prove—well, whatever it is that you wanted to prove. You’re just stressed out.”

      “You’re right,” Tara admitted, sitting up straighter to stretch her back. “But what can I do about it? Roller derby is usually how I relax, and that’s not working as well now that I’m captain. Between work and derby, my week is full, and the only way to have less stress would be to not work as hard. I can’t handle that.”

      “There are other ways to destress,” Val said. “Come to my yoga class on Saturday.”

      Tara frowned. “Yoga? I don’t know if that’s really my thing.”

      Val raised her eyebrows. “How will you know if you don’t try it? Stretching has to be good for you, as much as you work out.”

      “I stretch.”

      “But not the ways you’ll stretch in yoga. Come on, humor me?”

      A real smile blossomed on Tara’s face this time. “All right, you’re on. But I may have to give you another derby lesson in return.”

      “You’re on.” The purr in Val’s voice followed Tara all the way back to the track.

      “I’m really sorry about that,” she told Bobbie. “I totally overreacted. You’re really doing great.”

      “It’s fine,” Bobbie said with a smile. “If I couldn’t handle some criticism, I wouldn’t have tried out for roller derby.”

      Tara grinned and clapped her on the shoulder. “Good attitude, Bobbie.” She had never regretted picking Bobbie over Mary for the team, but every week Bobbie seemed to find a new way to reinforce that she’d been the right pick. “Now let’s do something a little less stressful, huh?”

      “Let’s play Simon Says,” Christy suggested. “Like when Mindy ran a practice.”

      For a moment Tara’s carefully planned out practice schedule rose up in her mind’s eye. But she dismissed it. She had to be able to be flexible, too, or the stress really would make her explode. “You’re on.” She pointed to Christy. “But you have to start out as Simon.”

      As she skated to join the rest of the team, facing Christy, she wondered if she would be able to handle this after all.
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      Tara felt like a complete idiot showing up at Val’s yoga class, surrounded by slender, blonde white women chatting with each other as they filed in the door. All the other women gave her friendly, warm smiles, but she knew she still stuck out. Even if it hadn’t been for her dark skin and huge, fluffy Afro, she was at least six inches taller than any of the other women.

      She didn’t feel ashamed of herself—she was proud of the body that she’d worked in some ways to form and, in other ways, had discovered changes that surprised and delighted her as she went through her transition—but she did feel self-conscious and out of place. It didn’t help that every single one of the other women was carrying a yoga mat, many of them in crocheted or beaded bags. Val had told Tara not to bring anything except clothes she could move in and a water bottle; had she just forgotten to mention a yoga mat?

      But she’d agreed to do this, and so she would. She followed the other women past the lobby and into a large room, two walls lined with mirrors and the other two with windows, the floor polished to a high shine that reflected the light from the windows so that the whole room was brilliant, no artificial lighting needed.

      The other women were laying out their mats on the floor, parallel to the grain of the hardwood floor, facing one of the sets of mirrors. Tara looked in that direction and saw Val, wearing bright blue leggings and a purple tank top, both of them tight and flattering on her lithe little body.

      She was talking to one of the ponytailed women carrying her own yoga mat, but then she looked past her and saw Tara, her eyes lighting up. “Oh, good, you came! Here, let’s get you a mat.”

      To Tara’s relief, Val led her to a corner, where several baskets held yoga mats, patterned blankets, and some kind of foam block. “Pick whichever you like,” Val said, gesturing toward the mats. “Don’t worry, we wipe them down regularly.”

      Tara snorted and reached for an unassuming black mat. “I wipe out regularly on dirty roller-derby tracks. I am not worried about some yoga lady’s germs.”

      “Grab a block while you’re here. They can be really useful.”

      Other women had also approached to fetch blocks while they were there, so Tara felt less embarrassed about taking one (again, an unassuming black). Val took her to a spot near the front of the room. “Here, put your mat where I can see you.”

      “And I can see you,” Tara said with a wink. Val grinned back.

      The room was full of chatter as Tara got herself situated and Val greeted a few more people. But then Val turned to a music player and pressed a button on it. Soft string music filled the room, and the students quieted.

      Val stood up in front of them, clapped her hands together, and looked around the room with a beatific smile. If it hadn’t been for the tattoos, she would have been a very caricature of a yoga teacher. Tara was certainly enjoying the view—Val was standing just far enough from the mirror that Tara could see her ass in reflection, so she got all the best views of Val without even moving.

      “Welcome, everyone,” Val said. “Don’t be shy—bring your mats closer if you can. We don’t have a totally full house today, and I want everyone to be able to hear me. Let’s start in sukhasana, the cross-legged position, with a little yogic breathing.”

      Val dropped from the standing position into her cross-legged pose in nearly one movement. Tara gasped softly at her grace, then felt embarrassed again as no one else made a noise. Clearly, she was the only one surprised by Val’s physical abilities.

      Not that she should have been surprised. Val was certainly athletic and flexible enough during sex.

      She had to work a bit herself to get into a cross-legged position. Already, she was seeing Val’s point that she didn’t stretch this way in her ordinary workouts. Normally she was quite comfortable keeping her butt in a chair and both feet firmly on the floor.

      As Val brought them through a breathing exercise, Tara found it surprisingly difficult to maintain the cross-legged position. She had a rock-solid core that helped her keep her back straight, even when it became tiring, but she had to switch her legs back and forth more than once. And she forgot to actually close her eyes when Val told them to, making her self-conscious all over again. She wasn’t really sure that this was going to help with her stress.

      But Val opened one eye to wink at her, so maybe she was doing okay after all.

      Once the breathing was over, Val brought them through a slow series of poses, starting with hands and knees, moving to downward-facing dog, lunge, and up to a standing position. Tara had to admit that she was moving her body in entirely new ways, and the stretches they did on their hands and knees were quite satisfying to her back.

      She wasn’t keeping up with the rest of the class, having to take a moment to figure out where exactly Val was telling them to put their hands, feet, and knees, but as the class went on, she found she was more and more okay with it. No one seemed to be looking at her (though admittedly most of the class was behind her, where she couldn’t see them), and Val was certainly not criticizing.

      Val’s instructions brought them back to their hands and knees, then to a very comfortable pose she called extended child’s pose. They stayed there for several seconds, just breathing, before Val had them get back on their hands and knees. Then she stood up.

      “Let’s go through that sequence a bit slower this time,” she said, “and I’ll come around and check on you. Breathe in and lift your chest and your head to the ceiling.”

      Tara followed the instructions, able to stay with Val’s rhythm much more accurately this time, between the fact that she’d done it once and the fact that Val was moving more slowly as she checked on the women on the other side of the room. The breathing was much slower than she was used to, but it was an interesting challenge, forcing herself to inflate her lungs as far as they could go.

      She was focusing on the yoga flow so much that she didn’t even realize Val was approaching her until she was right there, her hand on Tara’s hip, urging it even higher into the air as she held her downward-facing dog. “You’re doing great,” Val whispered. “Do you like it?”

      “It’s interesting,” Tara admitted with a smile.

      “I told you it would be different.”

      “I guess you would know.”

      “Bring your right leg forward into your lunge,” Val said, pitching her voice loudly so the whole class could hear. She continued in a whisper again, “If all my first-time students were as good as you, I’d have practically nothing to teach.”

      “Maybe you should give me a challenge, then.”

      “Fine,” Val whispered. “Why don’t you come be my assistant? And bring your left leg forward into your forward fold.” The last sentence was again pitched for the whole room to hear, leaving Tara no chance to reply. She came forward into her fold—which was frankly her least favorite of all the yoga positions they’d done, so she wasn’t upset when Val tugged her by the arm away from it, over to the next mat.

      Tara watched quietly as Val instructed the class, checking over two women’s forms and nodding approvingly. Val exhorted the class to do a back bend as they moved on to the third. Tara noticed that the woman beyond her wasn’t really trying, just lifting her arms into the air and tilting her head toward the ceiling.

      “You can do better than that,” she said, approaching the woman, trying to modulate her voice to the same soothing tones Val was using to encourage each yoga student. It felt alien to her, but the woman smiled. She stretched further, but still wasn’t bending backward.

      “Here,” Tara said. “I’ll help you balance.” She touched the small of the woman’s back, lightly with just the tips of her fingers, though she knew that even if the woman leaned back so far that she toppled over, she’d be able to catch her. This blonde, ponytailed lady was almost as small as Val.

      “Are you sure?” the woman asked softly, and Tara nodded, giving her an encouraging smile. This was an entirely different skill set than what she used to encourage people during roller derby, but it felt natural to slip into teaching mode.

      The woman bent backward. Tara kept her fingers there on her back, though she wasn’t really helping the woman balance at all, just giving her the confidence to move. And it seemed to be working.

      “Cleo, look at you!” Val exclaimed, walking up to the woman’s other side. “You’re doing fantastic. Good job.” She reached behind Cleo’s back, her hand sliding over the woman’s shirt until her fingers touched Tara’s. She looked up, startled, and caught Tara’s eyes.

      Tara felt stunned for a moment, staring into Val’s eyes. It was as though the world had gone quiet around them, the breathing and gentle noises of the yoga students disappearing, just the two of them. It was a moment of connection more intense than she thought she’d ever had before.

      Then Cleo gasped and leaned more heavily into their combined hands. Tara automatically firmed up her grip and helped Cleo straighten up. “And come back up to mountain pose,” Val said, her voice loud and clear, but with a slight tremor to it—one that perhaps only Tara could hear.

      “You’re really progressing, Cleo,” Val murmured before moving on. “Next time, try that on your own.” She caught Tara’s eye again and nodded.

      Tara felt dizzy, but waited a moment with Cleo. “Are you all right?”

      Cleo turned to her with a bright smile. “I’m great. Thank you. I never thought I could bend that far backward, but I guess I just needed support.”

      Tara shook her head. “I was only supporting you when you lost your balance. The rest was all you.”

      She moved on, trailing after Val, still feeling a bit punch-drunk. This was not what she had expected to happen. This wasn’t what she’d thought could happen.

      Despite everything, she was truly, seriously falling for Val.

      She followed Val through the rest of the yoga sequence, watching and helping her, but not taking the initiative again as she had with Cleo. She wasn’t sure if she was afraid of reaching that connection again or just afraid of overstepping. When Val returned to the front and said they would be moving on to a new set of poses, Tara stepped back onto her mat.

      By the time the yoga class was wrapping up, Tara was sweating and tired from the combination of new-to-her movements and anxiety about her feelings. The yoga class was interesting, and the exercise was probably worth it, but it had totally backfired—instead of helping with her stress, it had just created a new one.

      Then Val coached them into lying on their backs, tucking their shoulder blades underneath them, and letting their hands rest at their sides. She told everyone to lift one hand briefly if they wanted a blanket. Tara didn’t lift her hand. She was too warm from exertion. She wondered how long she was supposed to lie here.

      But Val switched the music, and Tara’s consciousness seemed to soar away with the wind instruments and choir of voices on the recording. She wasn’t falling asleep, but she was disconnected, somehow. Her worries didn’t bother her here. She no longer felt her body’s pleasant tiredness. She just was.

      She didn’t know how long she drifted there before Val’s voice brought her gently back to ordinary consciousness. She felt relaxed and rejuvenated. She blinked her eyes open, not remembering when she had closed them. Her hands and feet were chilly; if she did this again, she would have to ask for a blanket.

      Tara was quiet as she followed the lead of the others in rolling up her yoga mat. They were all chatting, but she didn’t think she could have joined in even if she didn’t feel out of place. She was halfway to another world.

      And it was all Val’s fault.

      She deliberately took her time putting her things away, so that the rest of the crowd filed out, though one or two of them did seem to want to stay to talk to Val. Finally, though, they were alone in the room. Val turned to Tara with a smile. “What do you think?”

      Tara wanted to press Val up against the wall and kiss her, but she held back, not thinking this was the place, not sure whether it was yet the time. So she just smiled back. “That was great. Way better than I thought it would be. I was almost in a trance at the end.”

      Val nodded. “Yeah, shavasana can do that, especially when you’ve been working hard. I was glad to see you put real effort into it.”

      “What, you thought I would just fake it?” Tara teased, taking a few steps closer to Val.

      Val shrugged, tilting her head back to look into Tara’s face. “Well, I asked you to humor me. I didn’t ask you to really try.”

      “It was worth trying,” Tara said. “I’m not sure it will permanently help my stress levels, though.”

      “Well, you’ll just have to keep showing up.”

      Tara nodded, took a step to close the distance between herself and Val, and kissed her. Val wrapped her arms around Tara’s waist, kissing her back enthusiastically, pressing her slender curves against Tara’s body.

      Tara broke off, breathless. This wasn’t what she’d intended to do.

      “Let’s go on a real date,” she said. “Not like that mess of a brunch. I’ll take you out to dinner any day this week—well, any day that I don’t have roller-derby practice. When do you want to go?”

      Val licked her lips and slid her hands down Tara’s back to cup her ass. “Why do we need a fancy date? Let’s just go to bed.”

      Tara shook her head, doing her best to ignore her body’s eager reaction to Val’s touch. “I want to take you out. I want to have a nice time with you, a good talk.”

      “We talk all the time,” Val said.

      “Please, Val?” Tara bit her lip. She didn’t want to plead with Val—and she was afraid to put into words the connection she’d felt earlier, when they were both helping Cleo. If Val didn’t feel the connection between them, Tara couldn’t force it. And if she didn’t want to go on a date, maybe all she really wanted was sex.

      But Tara couldn’t let this go without giving it another real chance.

      Val let out a sigh, but she was smiling. “All right, but you better take me somewhere fancy.”

      Tara laughed. “I can absolutely do that. Candlelight, wine, all the trimmings.”

      “Is Friday okay?”

      “Perfect. I’ll try to make reservations for around six and let you know where to go.” Tara wasn’t really sure what restaurant was fancy enough to satisfy the romantic vision that had just sprung up in her head, but she would find something.

      Val laid a quick, smacking kiss on her lips. “Okay, I’ll see you then. Actually, I’m sure I’ll see you sooner. Go kick butt on the derby track.”

      “I will,” Tara promised, but as she left it was Val she was thinking of, not her derby game.

      

      Another one of Val’s stories about the team had come out in The Big Whirl on Wednesday—this was the fourth in the series—and Thursday’s practice had been full of excited, happy energy. Everyone on the team seemed to be putting in extra effort after seeing themselves in the paper. Tara was proud of them, and was back to thinking that accepting a reporter to their practices had been a good idea. Even if she didn’t find increased attendance when the matches started, at least it raised her team’s energy.

      And, of course, she’d met Val.

      Val had come to Tuesday’s practice but not Thursday’s; however, Tara had confirmed the date with her by phone and text, so she knew that Val knew where to be and when. She was proud of her find, a well-known Asian fusion restaurant that was often difficult to get tables at. She’d been really lucky to make a reservation for two for a Friday night.

      When she showed up, Val wasn’t there, but this wasn’t a packed brunch bar. Tara was shown right to her table, and the hostess assured her that she would bring Val as soon as she arrived. Tara ordered a bottle of wine for both of them and settled in, watching the other patrons.

      The minutes ticked by. Tara slowly sipped her wine and glanced around the restaurant. Val was running very late.

      She was willing to wait. She knew Val was flaky and inconsistent, and she’d probably have some excuse or another for running late. But running late didn’t mean she wouldn’t show up; Tara could expect her any minute.

      Damn, she really was falling for Val if she was willing to tolerate the chronic lateness so easily.

      She couldn’t entirely make sense of her own feelings. They had so little in common. Sure, they both loved roller derby, but in different roles. They both loved yoga (or Tara could learn to love it), but definitely in different roles. It wasn’t just the sex, because Tara had never fallen for someone based on great sex before.

      Maybe it was a case of opposites attracting. The flaky girl with a quasi-nomadic lifestyle matching with the woman with the steady, serious job and good prospects. Like Dharma and Greg. They’d make it work.

      Or would they? Maybe Tara was projecting too many of her own desires onto Val. She’d been sitting here for half an hour, and Val still hadn’t shown up.

      It would be too easy for her to have misinterpreted Val’s signals. In fact, now that she thought about it, she couldn’t remember a single one that was a clear sign of romantic interest. Val might just be interested in sex. She flirted a lot, but she flirted with everybody. That didn’t make Tara special.

      Val had never said anything, but she was smart. She could see past Tara’s facade and know that she wasn’t really as brave as she pretended. Maybe she’d been surprised by Tara’s inability to hold it together during derby practice. She’d invited Tara to yoga to make her feel better, not to spend more time with her. She just wanted to help.

      A server interrupted Tara’s dark spiral of thoughts. “Would you like to order an appetizer while you’re waiting?”

      “Sure.” Tara had spent so much time brooding that she hadn’t actually looked at the menu yet. She skimmed the appetizers list and picked an oyster dish. That would probably amuse Val when she got there—Tara choosing an aphrodisiac without her.

      Tara frowned at herself. She didn’t just have to sit here and brood. She actually had the power to contact Val. Amazing thought, she told herself sarcastically.

      This didn’t seem like the kind of restaurant where it was okay to talk on the phone, but screw it—she’d been waiting long enough. She pulled out her cell phone and called Val.

      The phone rang. Val had never taken very long to answer the phone before—Tara expected her cheery voice on the other line any second. She’d probably just forgotten that the date was tonight, or maybe she was in some entirely different part of the city. She wasn’t deliberately standing Tara up.

      But it rang and rang, with no answer, and not even voicemail. Tara wouldn’t be surprised if Val had never bothered to set up voicemail, but not answering her phone was strange.

      Finally Tara gave up and sent a text, just as the oysters were arriving. Where are you?

      She picked up one of the oysters, but couldn’t eat it. She was just staring at her phone. No response from Val. Eventually, the screen went dark.

      Could Val have had an emergency of some kind? Was she hurt or injured? Surely by now she would have contacted Tara, if only to tell her that she wasn’t going to be able to make it. If one of her jobs needed her, she could at least text back.

      The oysters had gone cold by the time Tara finally concluded that Val wasn’t showing up. Leaving the wine barely started and the appetizer uneaten, she called over a server and paid her bill without even looking at it. It would be far less than she’d expected to spend tonight anyway.

      It was a beautiful night, the breeze playing with her hair as she left the waterfront, the air finally warming up with tantalizing hints of summer, but Tara couldn’t enjoy it. She walked farther than necessary to catch her bus home, stopping every block or two to check her phone and make sure she hadn’t missed any messages from Val.

      She hadn’t.
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      If last night’s date had been the success Tara had hoped for, she definitely would be going to Val’s yoga class this morning. She even debated over it in her head while she was slowly waking up, eventually deciding she couldn’t handle it. If Val was there as her usual perky self, Tara would not be able to relax. And if there was a substitute teacher, she would have to worry.

      She still didn’t have a response from Val—not by phone, text, or email.

      But she’d really liked the yoga class, so she got up and searched YouTube instead. Sure enough, there were plenty of free yoga classes online. She selected one featuring a tall black woman—similar to Tara and as different from Val as she could find—and sat down on her rug to follow it.

      The woman’s perky attitude turned out to be much like Val’s, but the workout wasn’t as difficult. Tara enjoyed it, but lying down at the end definitely didn’t send her into any kind of trance this time. She just found herself staring at the ceiling, her thoughts a muted whirl.

      At least she could bury herself in roller derby. The team was doing really well, and with the new season opening in just a couple of weeks, she was sure they were nearly ready. That, if nothing else, would cheer her up.

      She reviewed her notes over her breakfast, especially committing to memory any weaknesses she’d noted in the other players during the past week. Bobbie and Yesenia were still slow, but they were speeding up. Mindy was often overly confident—Tara would have to set up some kind of surprise to put her on her toes. Kasey and Helen both needed to watch their left shoulders a bit better, while Deirdre needed to pay a little more attention to her right.

      All in all, a very strong team. Tara was proud of them. They would give her something to be happy about.

      What she hadn’t counted on was getting to the track only to find Val already there, skating around the track and taking pictures of Megan and Mindy as they showed off, mock-blocking and racing past each other.

      Tara’s heart stuttered in her chest. Val had totally ghosted on her last night, and now she had the temerity to show up here, as though everything was normal?

      She told herself to calm down. Maybe Val really had forgotten about their date last night. Maybe she’d thought it was supposed to be tonight instead. That would make sense. Then she would have no reason to be upset.

      Megan and Mindy both stopped and waved at her. Val glanced up from her camera as they did, but she didn’t wave back at Tara. Stomach churning, Tara gave her players a perfunctory wave and headed for the locker room.

      Almost the entire team was there already. Where had her head been? She was never this late to roller-derby practice—all right, technically she wasn’t late, but she normally made sure to be early. She didn’t have a chance now to flip through her notebook again, which she wanted to do, because she could no longer remember whether Yesenia needed to watch her left shoulder or Helen was overly confident.

      Okay, Helen definitely wasn’t overly confident. But she wasn’t as hesitant as she’d once been, either.

      She chatted with the team as she changed, not making a big deal of her relative lateness, and no one else commented. Shelly and Gayle, the last two to arrive, started to get changed, and Tara told them all to meet her out on the track.

      She skated out there and called to Megan and Mindy, “Are you two done showing off, or should we wait a few minutes before starting the real practice?”

      Both girls cracked up. “Of course we’re not done showing off,” Mindy called to her. “We’re too awesome to stop.”

      Right, it was Mindy who had been overly confident. Tara grinned at them. “Then I’m definitely going to have to put both you out in front at the next match.”

      “Bring it on,” Megan cried, and they both laughed again.

      “Is there a match coming up?” Val said, looking up from her camera.

      “The first match of the season is May thirteenth,” Tara said. Glancing around to make sure the rest of the team was close enough to hear her, she added, “We’re up against the Rittenhouse Rioters, so we have to bring our A-game.”

      “Yes!” Mindy cried, pumping her fist. Her girlfriend, Shayna, was on the Rioters.

      “Don’t you want to not humiliate your girlfriend on the derby track?” asked Christy.

      “Are you kidding?” Mindy said. “I can’t wait to play each other again. The sex is going to be way better.” Lisa groaned and shoved Mindy’s shoulder as the others started laughing.

      “Okay, girls,” Tara said, pitching her voice to be heard over all the chatter. “Let’s pump ourselves up. Twenty laps, go!”

      She raced the others onto the track and threw herself into the laps with as much fervor as any of them. She knew Val was there, still taking pictures, but she couldn’t look at her. How could Val show her face after completely ignoring Tara last night? If she’d had a valid excuse for not showing up, she should have said something right away, instead of taking pictures of Megan and Mindy goofing off.

      Maybe Tara didn’t mean anything to Val at all. Maybe she was just a means to an end, the end being her articles on the team. She’d told the team that they were being well-received by the readership and she’d gotten kudos from her boss and fellow reporters at the paper.

      Ignoring Val wasn’t helping. Tara still couldn’t stop thinking about her. Why not? She’d been hurt. Maybe Val didn’t know how badly she’d hurt Tara, but she’d still done it. Tara tucked her head down and increased her speed, pushing herself as hard as she could.

      Once again, she dropped her carefully planned practice and just picked out the most difficult exercises she could come up with. She had them jump and skate around obstacles on the course, then included other skaters as obstacles just to make it trickier. She tied pairs’ legs together for three-legged skating races. She sent them through scrimmages with specific scenarios, including having someone come up suddenly on each skater’s weak shoulder.

      Tara never did come up with a good challenge for Mindy. Mindy would have to face that when the matches started—or if she never did, maybe her confidence was warranted.

      Finally, she made sure to praise everyone for the work they’d been doing. Throughout the practice, like with every practice, she made sure to acknowledge every time someone did a good job, as well as when they made a mistake. But today she gathered them together in the locker room and told them that they were an amazing team, that they were going to kill it on the track in a few weeks, and that she was proud of them.

      She led them in the team cheer. They were all grinning. Tara wished she could have felt as good as they looked.

      She stayed long enough that she thought Val would have gone home. Unfortunately, she misjudged: Val was waiting outside the locker room for Tara, her camera put away.

      “Hey, what’s up with you today?” Val asked. “Are you mad at me?”

      Tara took a deep breath. So it was that obvious. At least she hadn’t taken her stress out on the team this time. “Yes,” she said bluntly.

      Val’s big blue eyes were still so gorgeous. Tara wanted to sit with her and talk until they understood everything that was in each other’s souls. But she didn’t think that they were going to get to do that.

      Val bit her lip. “Is this about last night?”

      “So you didn’t just forget about it?” And if she hadn’t forgotten, why did she even have to ask Tara if she was mad?

      “Well… no. I mean, I remember now. I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to ghost on you.”

      Tara shrugged, unable to find any better way to communicate her frustration. Val didn’t have a valid excuse. She didn’t even have much of an apology.

      Tara wanted to ask what had kept her, but she didn’t think she was going to get an answer that would satisfy her.

      “I called and texted you,” Tara said. “You could have responded.”

      Val looked at the floor. “I’m sorry.” Again, no explanations, no excuses. Tara could respect that—or was it just the connections she thought she had with Val that made her want to think the best of her actions?

      Her heart ached. She really wanted more from Val. But she wasn’t going to get it.

      “Forget about it,” she finally said. “We’ll just pretend it never happened. You keep writing articles about the team and I’ll keep helping you as much as I can with them, but that’s all.” She swung her bag onto her shoulder and took a step toward the door.

      She was stopped by a hand on her shoulder. “No, wait,” Val said. “Let me make it up to you.”

      Tara knew she shouldn’t give her another chance. But she couldn’t resist. Her heart creeping its way up into her throat, she turned to face Val again. “How?”

      Val let her fingers trail down Tara’s arm in a way that made her shiver, even though she was still tired and sweaty from the intense roller-derby practice. “Let’s go back to my apartment and fuck. Mix it up a little.”

      It was true that they’d always gone to Tara’s apartment before, mostly because Val lived with roommates and Tara didn’t want to have to deal with them. It was also true that the last thing Tara wanted right now was to go to a crowded apartment and have sex with Val.

      All right, that was the last thing her mind wanted. Her body was ready to enthusiastically agree with anything Val suggested.

      “Don’t you get it?” she said, her voice constricted. “That isn’t what I want anymore.”

      Val gave her a seductive smile, licking her lips. “You can’t really tell me you don’t want me.”

      Despite herself, Tara started to smile. She shook her head. “It is hard to say no to sex with you. But I don’t just want sex. I want an emotional connection, too. If you’re not willing to give that to me, then I think we should keep it professional.”

      “But isn’t just sex better than nothing?” Val suddenly pulled Tara close and kissed her, one of her trademark scorching kisses that went all the way down Tara’s body.

      Tara clutched Val to her body, almost a spasmodic movement, panting with her forehead against Val’s. Val’s breathing was speeding up, too, and she pressed her hips against Tara. “Come on,” Val whispered. “I have to give you something to make up for being a jerk.”

      “If you knew you were being a jerk,” Tara said, the words almost a strain to get out, “why didn’t you show up? Or call or text me?”

      “Because I’m a fucking coward, okay?” The words were harsh, but the way Val spoke them was still sultry and sexual. “I didn’t want to face you without something normal going on at the same time. I wanted to see your roller derby practice before I heard what you had to say. Now are we going back to my apartment or do I have to go find someone else to get me off?”

      Something animal and primal reared up in Tara at the idea of Val having sex with someone else. It was irrational, it was unlike her, but she couldn’t resist it. She was still pissed at Val, but she wanted her more than she wanted to be mad. She kissed Val hard, her tongue sweeping through her mouth almost before she could relax. “Let’s go.”

      

      Tara was never entirely sure how they made it back to Val’s apartment—the haze of lust obscured all their actual movements. They probably scandalized half the people on the bus.

      Val turned out to not have an actual room or a bed in the apartment; she slept on the couch, but the room was empty, her roommates not home. Once Tara had assured herself of this, she found an empty stretch of wall and pushed Val against it, grinding her hips against Val’s stomach and pinning her to the wall.

      Val gasped, then let out a low moan that went straight to Tara’s core and deeper. She was straining against her leggings, aching to be free. Val seemed to understand this without words; she hooked her fingers in the waistband of Tara’s leggings and pulled them down, peeling them off her sweaty legs.

      Tara pushed her own hands under Val’s shirt and tugged it up and off, eager for her breasts. She allowed Val to bend down and get Tara’s pants off all the way, then pulled her back to her feet and removed her bra in one deft movement. She squeezed Val’s small, deliciously soft tits in her hands, rolling the small nipples under her palms. Val threw her head back, leaning against the wall and panting.

      Tara slid her hand down the front of Val’s taut body and into her pants. She didn’t hesitate, but slipped her fingers immediately into Val’s pussy. She groaned at how hot and slick it was already, just waiting for her.

      Val made incoherent little noises, spreading her legs further and settling her shoulders against the wall. She had her eyes closed and her throat exposed to the air. Tara couldn’t resist leaning forward and nipping her throat, closing her teeth on the skin just over the windpipe. Val let out a high-pitched cry filled with surprise and desire.

      Well, they were sexually very compatible, at least.

      Tara shoved her fingers further into Val, finding her opening and willing, ready to take more of Tara’s fingers. She probably could have pushed on with more than three, but… that felt a little too intimate. Like it would be more than she’d signed up for.

      Instead, she pumped in and out with those three fingers, her own dick twitching in time with her movements. She didn’t exactly miss penetrative sex (what little she’d had before her transition), but parts of her still remembered what it was like. She remembered having these juices all over.

      When Val showed signs of relaxing, of getting used to Tara’s movements, she changed it up. She tugged her hand out of Val’s pussy with one quick moment. “Oh!” Val cried, her head lifting and her eyes going wide with surprise.

      Tara pulled her pants down to her ankles so that she couldn’t walk, then grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her facedown onto the floor. Val went down willingly enough, but she started to try to push herself up as soon as she was down there. Tara put one hand between her shoulder blades and one on her perky little ass to stop her.

      “Tara,” Val moaned. “What are you doing?”

      Tara didn’t think she needed to answer that with words. She caressed Val’s ass with her hand until she was trembling, then dove in between the cheeks until she found her opening again. This time she pushed just her thumb inside, stroking and thrusting. The rest of her fingers slipped forward and circled Val’s clit.

      Val screamed, her voice muffled by the carpet, her whole body shaking. Tara grinned with satisfaction and continued to work at her, pressing hard with both thumb and fingers.

      Val managed to get her knees under herself, pushing her ass up into the air and giving Tara better access. She pushed her thumb in deeper, rubbing it in big circles, seeking Val’s G-spot.

      She thought she’d just found it when Val let out a long wail. Her whole body bucked and shuddered as her vagina contracted around Tara’s thumb in her orgasm.

      Tara held on, prolonging the orgasm as much as possible, not letting go until Val pulled herself away from the hand and slid onto the floor in a puddle.

      Tara found a tissue to wipe her hand off while Val lay on the floor, breathing deeply, then slowly flipped herself over. “Wow,” she said, still panting. “See? What more could we possibly need than this?”

      Tara managed to smile, but looked away. As much fun as sex with Val always was, she couldn’t forget, even when she was trying not to think about it, that she wanted more from her. Maybe she shouldn’t—but she didn’t know how to stop herself from wanting. Even when she knew she would never get it.

      Maybe the problem was that she’d never failed to get something she wanted before. She either got it or she changed her mind.

      “Let me show you.” Val had gotten to her knees and was sliding her hands up the insides of Tara’s thighs, making her shiver. Tara took a deep breath and tried to give herself over to the hedonistic, purely physical pleasures of Val’s presence.

      Val started with her fingernails, raking them over Tara’s thighs, her stomach, her back. She peeled off Tara’s clothes and sucked hard on each breast. The electric spikes of pleasure reminded Tara of some of the early days on hormones, when she was just discovering how very pleasurable nipple stimulation could be. They had always been so disconnected before, but now she understood what the other women were enjoying so much.

      Val slowly worked Tara onto the carpet on her back, letting the floor support her. Even without the yoga, Val managed to have a calming presence.

      Okay, most of Tara’s body was calm. One part in particular, which Val was studiously ignoring, was throbbing and alert to every potential touch.

      Finally, once Tara was starting to wonder whether she was going to get sex or just a massage, Val dove in. She didn’t even touch Tara’s dick with her hands, just took it into her mouth in one hard swallow, then raked it from base nearly to tip with her teeth. Tara was screaming Val’s name without knowing what she was saying, her muscles—already tired from derby practice—now all tensing at once.

      Val stroked Tara’s arms and legs until they relaxed again, then repeated the whole process, sending incredible shocks of pleasure throughout Tara’s body. She did it again and again until Tara was close to begging, until her muscles wouldn’t return to their relaxed state.

      Then she sucked hard, hollowing her cheeks to provide vacuum, and Tara came, the orgasm seeming to ripple through every fiber and muscle tissue of her body, like the tide coming in and going out, and lasting almost as long.

      “Fuck,” she finally managed to say as Val sat over her looking very smug indeed.

      “Did that make up for it?” Val asked.

      “It was amazing.” Tara smiled at her, but she couldn’t bring herself to lie. The sex was fantastic, but it didn’t erase her feelings.

      In fact, maybe it made them worse. She was now starting to realize that she didn’t just have a special connection with Val. She was genuinely falling in love with her.

      She got up slowly and got dressed while Val tossed her clothes on haphazardly. “I’ll see you next time you come to practice, then,” Tara said.

      Val nodded, smiling. “I’m already looking forward to it.”

      Tara longed desperately to kiss her goodbye. But she couldn’t, so she just checked her pockets to make sure she still had her keys and walked away.

      She would have walked and walked, but her muscles were still trembling, so she just made her way to the nearest bus stop that would get her home and leaned against the pole.

      After a few minutes she realized that the shaking hadn’t stopped; it wasn’t just a physical reaction. She had to deal emotionally with what she’d just done.

      She should never have given in to Val’s seduction. Sure, the sex was incredible, but what was the point of incredible sex if the emotional connection was one-way? Tara almost laughed to hear herself think it. She’d been hoping to find a girlfriend for some time now, but she’d never felt the longing so intensely as she had since she’d met Val. A few months ago, she would have been—she had been—perfectly happy to have great sex with no connection at all.

      The bus came and Tara got on, still lost in self-reflection. She was going to have to get over her obsession with Val if she was actually going to find a girlfriend. Maybe that was why nothing had happened with the girl at the bar all those weeks ago. Heck, it had been weeks since Tara had so much as looked at another girl. These feelings had been coming on for longer than she’d realized.

      So why couldn’t she get Val to care about her in the same way?

      She’d long had the feeling that Val could see through her the way other people couldn’t. She saw past the brash, confident exterior to the part of Tara that was always hesitant and afraid. Maybe she couldn’t respect Tara because of that.

      It was probably too late to convince her that Tara was what she appeared to be, and anyway, she wasn’t going to try to change herself for some girl. Even a hot, smart, crazy, incredible girl…

      Tara shook her head at herself and got off the bus at her stop. As she walked home, she wondered what she should do. What she really needed was true confidence in herself. And to get that, she had to prove to herself that she was what she wanted to be.

      She had to whip the roller-derby team into the best shape of all teams.

      Determined, she went into her apartment, pulled out her notebook, and started making new plans.
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      Tara came to the next derby practice armed with her plans. No more failing to check the notebook. No more trying to hide the notebook from the team, even. She was watching their performance and she wanted them to know it.

      She didn’t neglect breaks or cross-training, of course. And she didn’t single anyone out. But she did ruthlessly drill them on every point of weakness.

      She ran drills in which they had to be aware of their right sides and drills in which they had to be aware of their left. She ran some in which they didn’t know ahead of time, and practiced those over and over again until everyone saw what was coming every time.

      She pushed them and pushed them on their speed. She changed things up on them at regular intervals so that they couldn’t get cocky or used to what they were doing.

      The girls grumbled, but after three practices like that, they were quiet. They knew they were getting better.

      Tara was sure they were getting better.

      She was polite and friendly to Val, but no more than that. Val might have been hurt or taken aback by her coolness, but Tara didn’t let herself worry about it. As long as Val was still taking good pictures and writing good articles for her paper—and she was—then Val’s feelings weren’t her problem.

      (Val’s feelings were her problem, of course, whether she wanted them to be or not. Tara would often lie awake at night trying to convince herself to stop worrying about whether Val was upset. She tried to bury her feelings, but they didn’t go anywhere.)

      After two weeks of her new, strict regime, however, even she had to admit that it wasn’t working. The members of Monstrous Regiment were faster, they were looking over both their shoulders, they were alert to every change—but scrimmages didn’t go any better. In fact, scrimmages were getting worse. And it wasn’t just that they were so good that they couldn’t get anywhere past each other. No, they just seemed to be hesitant, keeping the pack tight and slow, the jammer putting her head down when she was making a pass and just trying to get there as quickly as possible.

      They weren’t having fun anymore, at least not on the track. And neither was Tara.

      Finally, after a Saturday practice, she sat down with them in the locker room. “Look,” she said, “I know my new practice regime is pretty strict. I’m really trying to get us into the best possible shape for the new season. But something isn’t working. Is there something I’m missing during practice?”

      She was greeted with silence while a few of the girls glanced around at each other. Tara’s stomach sank. She’d really screwed up, and now they were afraid to talk to her.

      Finally, Lisa spoke up. “You’re just pushing us too hard,” she said. “It reminds me of the Marines, and that isn’t a compliment.” A few people giggled. “Roller derby is supposed to be fun.”

      “Isn’t it more fun when we win the matches?” Tara’s stomach twisted even as she said the words that she believed.

      “Yeah, of course it is,” Mindy said. “But we’re not going to win anything if we’re just stressed out all the time.”

      Tara nodded, her breath escaping her in a slow sigh. “I guess I’m going kind of overboard.”

      “You have the right idea,” Helen said, giving her an encouraging smile. “But I liked the way you used to do practice a few weeks ago. You’d change things up if we needed it. You almost never yelled at us.”

      “Have I been yelling?”

      A few mutters and a few nods. Tara wanted to hang her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Megan said. “It’s not like we don’t appreciate working hard. We’ll totally win.”

      Tara nodded, but she wasn’t so sure. Mindy was right—if they were just stressed out by their practices, they weren’t going to be able to work as hard in an actual game. They would be hesitant, just like they had been during scrimmages. She was screwing up.

      Just like before.

      “Okay,” she said. “We’re going to do better next time. On Saturday I’ll have a whole new training plan, and I won’t be so strict. I’ll make sure we can still have fun.”

      “That’s the spirit,” Lisa said. “We’ll be here fresh and ready to kick ass, right, girls?”

      They cheered, then started to change out of their derby clothes. Tara changed slowly, lost in thought. How could she do it? How could she find the perfect balance between ‘so strict they’re worried’ and ‘so lax they lose the games’?

      Maybe she couldn’t. Facing her fear wasn’t working. It was just an immutable facet of her personality: she couldn’t make good decisions.

      She sat there wallowing in self-pity for too long. When she looked around again, the rest of the team had left, and Val was sitting on the bench next to her.

      “Are you okay?” Val asked.

      Tara shook her head, avoiding Val’s eye. She was the last person Tara wanted to talk to. She wouldn’t be able to help—she was practically a living symbol of Tara’s inability to make good decisions.

      She got up and picked up her bag, only to feel her arm grasped in a firm, solid grip. “Hey,” Val said. “Don’t run away from me. I’m trying to help.”

      Tara turned to frown at her. “You can’t help.” She tried to shake her arm free, but Val was really determined to hang on.

      And there was some part of Tara, a part she was still trying hard—and failing—to bury, that didn’t want Val to stop touching her.

      “You’ve hardly talked to me in weeks,” Val said. “What did I do wrong?”

      “Do you really have to ask that?”

      “I thought you’d gotten over me standing you up. I apologized.”

      “No, you decided it was an apology, and you decided everything was better afterward. I never agreed to that and I never forgave you.” Tara took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She didn’t want to start yelling at Val, too. “I can’t deal with you, okay? I can’t handle somebody who won’t be consistent, who can’t keep her commitments.”

      Val jerked back as though stung, then frowned, the harsh expression almost distorting her delicate features. “Yeah, you’re right about that. But I’ve been keeping my commitment to the team and the paper, haven’t I?”

      “Yeah, you have.” At some point Val had let go of Tara. She turned away again. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Well, the team is what I’m here to talk about. Why are you stressing them out so much?”

      Tara shook her head. “I screwed up. I’m going to fix it.”

      “You’re going to fix it?” Val stood up and put her hand on Tara’s shoulder. Tara could feel the warmth of her body at her back. “No, you all have to fix it together.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      “I’m not. I’m just telling you, you can’t make this decision on your own.”

      Why couldn’t Tara just walk away? Why was she still here, arguing with Val? There must have been some masochistic part of her that wouldn’t let her walk away from this pain. “No shit. I should never have volunteered to be the one to make decisions. When this season is over, I’ll step down as team captain and they won’t have to worry about me again.”

      “No, don’t do that. You’re a great team captain. Look at what you’ve done with Bobbie, and with a lot of the other girls on the team.”

      Tara turned reluctantly to face Val again. “You’re the one telling me I can’t make decisions for this team.”

      Val shook her head, staring up at Tara with a mix of sympathy and confusion. “That’s not what I said, either. You’re not really hearing me. I’m saying you need to include the whole team in any decision you make. Isn’t that how you normally work?”

      Tara stared at her. “Yes. Of course.” At work, and dating other women, and everything else she could think of—she considered every aspect of a decision, and she solicited feedback whenever she could.

      “Like with Bobbie.”

      Tara nodded slowly. She had included the entire team in the decision-making process for which of the new girls to allow onto the team—it hadn’t seemed that there was any other choice. And Val was right, that decision had worked out perfectly.

      Though she had no idea how things might be going now if they’d brought Mary onto the team instead.

      “But if I can’t make the decisions on my own,” Tara finally said, “what does that prove?”

      Val sat down on the bench again, looking up at her. “What are you trying to prove?”

      “That I can bring the team to victory. That I’m actually good at this. That I’m not a failure.”

      “Why do you need to prove that? It seems pretty obvious to me. You’re an amazing player.”

      Tara sighed, let her bag fall to the ground, and sat down next to Val. “In college, I played lacrosse. I told you that, right?” Yes, she remembered that ridiculous, awkward brunch date. The one she thought she’d be improving upon when she invited Val out for a really nice dinner. Resentment rose up in her again, and she had to look away.

      “Yeah, of course,” Val said. “We had that in common. You dropped out after your sophomore year, just like I did, except I left college entirely, so you have that over on me.”

      “Right.” Tara had forgotten that Val was a college dropout. How could she say this without making it sound like she was accusing Val of being a failure as well?

      She didn’t have to worry about Val’s feelings. They didn’t have anything together. Val had made that entirely clear. She was just explaining why she had to prove herself.

      “I tried to do both economics and lacrosse. After all, wasn’t that why they gave me a sports scholarship, so I could get an education while I was playing for the school? But it was too much. I had to quit lacrosse. I wasn’t good enough.”

      “Not good enough? You just found something else you liked better.”

      “I did. But was it the right decision?”

      “Well, are you happy now?”

      Tara let out a long sigh. “I don’t know. Shane—he was my best friend at the time, he was on the team too—he plays pro lacrosse now. I never did that. I couldn’t play pro lacrosse. So what was the point? Did I just sell out like he said? I make a lot more money now as an economist than he does, and playing women’s lacrosse I would have made even less.”

      “So he’s the one who told you that you were a sell-out.”

      “Not in so many words.”

      “Tara.” Val put her hand on her arm. “You’re gorgeous, you have a great job that you love—don’t deny that your job makes you happy, I’ve heard you talk about it—you’re fantastic at your sport and you’ve made it to team captain. As far as I’m concerned, you’re a blazing success.”

      Tara snatched her arm away and turned on Val, suddenly furious again. “And what difference does it make what you think?”

      “I—you—” Val’s face was red, the color showing up vividly on her pale skin. Tara was sure hers would be just as red if she’d been lighter. “It matters!”

      “It matters what you think of the team, because that goes in your articles. But you’ve proven that it doesn’t matter what you think of me.”

      Val grabbed Tara and kissed her hard on the lips. Tara threw her off and stood up, moving backward, breathing as hard as though she’d just skated a dozen laps. “Don’t try to distract me again! Just because you’re good at it doesn’t mean it’s the right thing to do.”

      Val looked up at her. Her eyes shimmered with tears. “I’m not trying to distract you. I’m trying to answer you. Tara, I love you.”

      Tara froze, her heart hammering so hard it felt like it was going to leap out of her chest. Val’s words had pierced her deeply. What was she doing? Did she recognize Tara’s feelings after all? Was that why she’d skipped out on the date? But how dare she use it to manipulate Tara now. “Don’t lie to me.”

      “I’m not. I promise.”

      “How can I believe you?”

      Val stood up. “I stood you up two weeks ago because I was scared. The way you looked at me during yoga… I knew there was something between us that I’d never had before, so I ran away, and I tried to make it all about sex so it wouldn’t be so scary. I never wanted to hurt you.”

      Tara shook her head, baffled and still angry. “You didn’t think completely ghosting on me that night would hurt me?”

      Val looked at the floor. “I thought it would be better if I acted like a jerk to you so you gave up on me. Otherwise we’ll start to date and I’ll just change my mind about you and—and not even care. Better to stop it before you get invested.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Tara said. “I’m invested. I felt the same thing as you during yoga.”

      Val took a deep breath. “But you don’t want to date me, really. I’m flaky. I can’t commit to anything.”

      “You committed to reporting on roller derby,” Tara said quietly. “You committed to your job. Your jobs.”

      “Don’t turn my words back on me.”

      “Why not? They were smart words.”

      Val looked up at her, smiling a little. “You’re right. I am committed to that. But it’s different.”

      “How so?” Even as she asked the question, Tara was turning it back on herself. Why would her decision-making process be different in roller derby than in the rest of her life? Ordinarily, if she made a decision that turned out poorly, she could find what variable she’d failed to take into account, what person’s input she’d missed. It worked the same way in roller derby.

      In lacrosse, too. The one variable she hadn’t considered had been Shane’s feelings. But she had no way of knowing if they would be friends now even if she hadn’t quit lacrosse.

      “It’s finite, I guess,” Val said with a little shrug. “I can’t commit to anything long term. I couldn’t commit to college. I couldn’t commit to being what my parents wanted.”

      “You don’t have to be what your parents wanted. You shouldn’t.” I should know. “You should be who you are, who you need to be.”

      “What if who I need to be is always changing?”

      “That’s okay. Isn’t everybody always changing? Just because something changes doesn’t mean it ends.”

      Val sighed. “But what if it changes in a way you can’t deal with?”

      Tara’s heart ached. “Then that’s life, I guess. That’s the way it goes. It sucks, but it’s better to try and fail than give up before you’ve even begun, isn’t it?”

      “Not if not beginning keeps you from pain.”

      “I don’t think there’s any way to keep ourselves from pain.” Tara reached out, and Val took her hand. “It hurt a lot when you didn’t show up for our date or even respond to me. It was even worse when I saw you at practice the next day, because it was like I didn’t even mean anything to you—and I tried to convince myself that I didn’t have to mean anything to you, that we could just be team captain and reporter, but it didn’t work.”

      “That isn’t true, though. You do mean a lot to me.”

      Tara nodded. “If you really believe that, then you haven’t avoided pain either, have you?”

      “No. But won’t it be worse later?”

      Tara took a deep breath that shook a little. “I don’t know. I’ve never really had a serious relationship. But I think there must be something to this if we both want it, and I do. What about you?”

      “Yes,” Val whispered, stepping closer to Tara and putting her free arm around her waist. “I want it.”

      “Then let’s give it a real shot. You weren’t taking our brunch date seriously, were you?”

      Val shook her head. “I just saw it as a prelude to sex.”

      “Then let’s go on a real date. Tomorrow. One where we actually talk and get to know each other.” Tara had no idea when she was going to plan Saturday’s roller-derby practice if she was going on a date with Val tomorrow night, but she would find the time somewhere. If she had to carve it out of her sleep, that would be worth it for the team.

      And for Val.

      “Tomorrow?” Val said, her eyes wide.

      “You can’t tell me you have something on your schedule,” Tara teased gently.

      Val shook her head and took a deep breath. “No. It’s just… it seems awfully soon.”

      “I don’t want to wait.” Tara grimaced. “I’m scared, too, believe me. But why put it off? I really do want to get to know you. I want to see if there’s really something here, or if we’re just imagining it out of lust.”

      “And if we are imagining it out of lust?” Val said with a return to her usual sparkly grin.

      “Then we certainly know what to do about that.” Tara couldn’t help it. She bent her head and kissed Val deeply, letting the kiss warm her all the way down to her toes.

      This couldn’t just be lust. There had to be more to it.

      And if Val was mistaking lust for something deeper, something big enough to scare her, then getting to know each other was the only way to find out for sure.

      As Tara lifted her head from the kiss, Val was stroking her body, lifting her hand to cup Tara’s breast. But Tara shook her head and backed away, despite how much her whole body thrilled at Val’s touch and wanted more and more. “Not here. Not today. Let’s figure this out first, okay?”

      Val’s smile had faded, but she nodded. “Okay. Tomorrow night, then.”

      “Tomorrow night,” Tara agreed. She grabbed her bag and left before she could do something she’d regret.
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      Tara had wondered if her choice of a fancy restaurant had been part of what scared Val away last time, so this time she picked a much more casual pub-style restaurant where they wouldn’t have to worry about making noise or a mess. They’d both been there a few times before, so there were no high expectations to be dashed or to overwhelm.

      To her surprise and gratification, Val was waiting just inside the door when she arrived. She grinned up at her and pulled her down for a quick kiss. “I bet you didn’t expect this.”

      “No, but I appreciate it,” Tara said. Her heart was truly warmed by seeing proof that Val had gone to extra effort to think of her. It was a really good start to taking this seriously.

      They were seated at a small table and left alone with drink menus. Tara looked over the menu, her mind whirring with analysis over which drink to order. She probably shouldn’t get something alcoholic—or at least not too strong. And she didn’t want something boring like plain soda. They mostly just had beer.

      “Hey,” Val said, touching the back of her hand. Tara looked up, startled, into Val’s quirky smile. “Not everything has to be a huge analysis, you know.”

      “Then how will I be sure I’m making the right decision?” Tara tried to sound teasing, but she meant it, too.

      Val snatched the drink menu out of her hand. “You should have… the maple-ginger switchel.”

      Tara took back the menu and looked at it, then sighed. It did fit all of her criteria—it was nonalcoholic and not boring. “All right, fine. What are you getting?”

      “An IPA. You can taste it if you like.” Val called the server over and ordered for both of them.

      “Shall I pick out the food, too?” Val teased as they began to look over those menus.

      “I think I can manage without overanalyzing,” Tara said. “But let’s talk. That was the point, right? So, how did you learn to sew?”

      “You remembered,” Val said with delight. “Or did you just want me to mend something for you?”

      Tara grinned at her over the top of the menu. “I don’t have anything that needs mending right now, but I have kept you in mind for that.”

      “Well, my grandmother taught me. I used to spend a couple of weeks with her every summer, and when I was old enough to handle the sewing machine, she taught me how to use it. She taught me to hand sew, too, which is what I do most of the time, since I don’t have my own sewing machine. Not a lot of room for it in my backpack.”

      “You live out of a backpack?” Tara tried to envision Val’s ‘bedroom’ from her memory of the one time she’d been there. It hadn’t had much in the way of furniture, but she’d figured the dresser, at least, was Val’s.

      “Oh, not most of the time, but that’s all I take with me when I move. I’ve moved something like twelve times in the last five years.”

      Tara’s eyes widened. “Doesn’t that get exhausting?”

      The server arrived with their drinks, and they ordered their food. Tara barely noticed what she was ordering, and she didn’t know what Val had ordered.

      Val took a sip of her beer and shrugged. “I don’t have much to pack—that’s on purpose, of course—so it doesn’t take very long to get going when it is time to move. And I’m always looking for the best deal, because the less I have to pay in rent, the less I have to work. So I end up subletting for the last two months of someone’s lease, or getting a deal on rent with the agreement that once the landlord finds someone to pay his asking price, I’ll leave. It works out well for me and my flakiness.”

      Tara thought she heard an undercurrent of bitterness in the last few words and hoped it wasn’t directed at her. She swallowed and tried to offer a response that was both honest and nonjudgmental. “I can’t imagine something like that working for me.”

      Val grinned at her. “Of course not. You probably have to weigh the pros and cons carefully every time you move, don’t you?”

      Tara couldn’t help smiling. Val really did have her number. “I’ve only moved twice, but I did that both times. How else would I know that I was getting the best possible place for me?”

      “And I don’t have to worry about whether it’s the best possible place, because I’m only going to live there for a little while.” Val popped a pretzel bite into her mouth.

      “Is that how you feel about your current apartment, too? You might leave anytime?”

      “Oh, yeah. My roommate Trish is very clear that she’s kicking everybody out as soon as she gets pregnant. That’s not something you can put a timeline on.”

      “And you have all your stuff pared down to fit in a backpack.”

      “Well, the backpack and the messenger bag. Once I got the journalism job, I had to expand.” Val winked. “So what makes your apartment the best possible place for you? I’m guessing the ‘no roommates’ is part of it.”

      Tara nodded. “It’s convenient to both work and roller derby, as well as a bunch of bars and other fun places to hang out. I looked until I found the best price I could for a one-bedroom apartment.”

      “Hey, I thought you said you were raking in the dough. Couldn’t you splurge on a bigger place if you wanted to?”

      Tara laughed. “I’m still paying off my student loans. I can’t just go totally crazy with money. Besides, if I did have extra money, it would be more economically advantageous to invest it in a total stock market index fund.”

      Val threw up her hands. “I’m sorry I asked.” But she was laughing, and Tara kept laughing. She barely noticed as their entrées arrived.

      “So why did you really drop out of college? What had you intended to study?” Tara asked.

      “Ouch,” Val said, taking another sip of her beer. “Really going for the personal questions here.”

      “I want to get to know you.”

      “All right, I’ll be brave and answer.” Val looked Tara directly in the eyes. “Sometimes I still think it was a stupid decision. But I didn’t know what I wanted to study in college—I’d just gone because my parents expected it and were paying for it. I wasn’t learning anything I wanted to know, and I didn’t have a career goal that I needed a major for. So I decided to stop wasting their money.” She pursed her lips.

      “They didn’t see it that way,” Tara guessed.

      Val nodded. “They said I let them down, and I feel bad about it, but I don’t think I’d be doing anything differently if I had finished college. I’d just be two years behind and even more out of touch with the life I wanted to live.”

      “You don’t think you would have found a major you liked if you stayed? Then you could have gotten a job based on that.”

      “No, after two years of taking classes in every possible department, I don’t think I was going to find a major just because I kept working at it. Believe me, I tried. But I wasn’t made for the nine-to-five life.”

      Tara smiled. “No, you weren’t. It’s funny, we’re opposites in a lot of ways.” She took a sip of her drink. “You do seem happy with your life now.”

      “I am,” Val said fervently.

      “Then why feel guilty about dropping out of college?” Tara knew it was hypocritical, considering how bad she still felt about leaving lacrosse, but she had to ask.

      Val shrugged and looked down. “If I think about it, I know it was the right choice. But I still feel bad sometimes. It’s not logical. Especially when I talk to my mom…”

      “Moms are good at guilt.” Tara reached across the table and took Val’s hand. “And I understand. Emotions don’t always do what you want them to. Hell, look at us.”

      “Are you saying you didn’t want to be into me?” Val said, grinning and squeezing Tara’s hand.

      “Obviously. There is nothing logical about liking you. You’re…” Tara stopped herself from listing off a catalog of Val’s negative qualities. “Well, you’re so different from me. And sometimes those differences piss me off, but I keep wanting you anyway. I keep loving you anyway.”

      From Val’s indrawn breath, Tara wasn’t the only one who felt the bravery in her words.

      Val nodded slowly, an odd smile growing on her face. “Yeah, I guess I feel the same way about you. It stresses me out how strict you are with times and how much you expect out of me, but I think it’s good for me, too.”

      “I don’t think I have any expectations of you,” Tara said, surprised.

      “Yes, you do. You expect me to show up to things on time. You expect me to follow up on my commitments. You expect me to communicate my feelings.”

      “Well, the last one is only if you want a relationship,” Tara said. “If you just want to be friends, or less, then it doesn’t really matter how honest you are.”

      “I think I’d better be honest if I want true friendship.”

      “See?” Tara picked up some of her dinner with a fork, hardly noticing what she was eating. “These aren’t my expectations of you. They’re your expectations of yourself.”

      Val wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Since when am I trying to make myself be responsible? You’re a bad influence on me, Tara.”

      They both laughed so hard that they actually let go of each other’s hands. Tara hadn’t even realized that they’d been holding hands for so long. Hers was warm, and she could feel the leftover imprint of Val’s fingers, but the sweat on her palm didn’t feel uncomfortable.

      “So what’s your dream for the future?” Tara asked Val.

      Val frowned, propping her chin in her hand and poking at her food with her fork. “I don’t think I really have one. Just keep on doing things that make me happy, I guess. When that changes, I’ll change with it. I’m comfortable with that.”

      “And if you decide what you need is a degree and a nine-to-five job?”

      “I guess I’d find a way to go back to school. It sounds like it would suck, since I’d have to work full-time while going to school, but I usually find a way to do what’s important to me.” Val gestured at the table as though to say, she was here despite the difficulty because it was important to her.

      “Usually?”

      Val sighed and twirled her pasta. “I couldn’t find a way to make my parents happy and stop going to college. But I’m sure we’ll find a way to communicate again eventually. Maybe it just wasn’t that important to me. Anyway, you didn’t ask that question just out of thin air. What’s your dream for the future?”

      Tara had to stare at her own food. “I’m going to pay off my student loans, then start saving up for a house. Once I own my own place, assuming I can afford it, I want to go back to school for my Master’s degree. Then I can get more specialized work in economics. Eventually, I’d like to run my own firm like the one I work for now, or at least go to work for myself. Then maybe I’ll retire ten or fifteen years early on my savings.”

      “You’ve really thought this through.”

      “I don’t know where I’d be in life if I hadn’t planned my future.”

      “Nothing about a wife and kids in that life plan.”

      “Well.” Tara smiled at Val. “I can’t decide ahead of time when I’ll get that kind of thing. And I’m not sure about kids. But yeah, I don’t think my life would really be complete without a partner in it.”

      “Staying home, keeping the house for you, dinner hot and ready on the table when you come home from work?”

      Tara snorted. “Only if that was her idea of fun.”

      “Oh good, because it’s not what I want to be doing with my afternoons.”

      “Yeah?” Tara smiled at Val, but her breath came quick and shaky. “Are you saying you’re ready to be a life partner?”

      “Well…” Val reached out for Tara, and Tara took her hand again. “I can say that if I could be anybody’s life partner, it would be you.”

      “Even though I’m boring and organized and overly analytical?”

      “You don’t show any signs of wanting to make me the same way.”

      Tara shook her head. “I wouldn’t want to change you. I think it would be a challenge, setting up a household together. One that I don’t think we’re ready for yet.”

      “Maybe not,” Val said with a sigh. “But I do like a challenge. And I like the idea of coming home from teaching yoga to find you in our house studying for your Master’s degree. Or having dinner parties for your fancy economics clients where I shock them with my tattooed limbs and dirty mouth.”

      “And flirt with everyone in sight,” Tara said, grinning.

      “That would probably shock them, too, so I’m all for it,” Val agreed cheerfully. “That’s another thing about you.”

      “What? Flirting?” Tara blinked at her in confusion. She could be a bit of a flirt herself, and it didn’t bother her when Val flirted with other people—now that she had a better sense of Val and understood that flirting was just part of how she interacted with the world.

      “When we first met, I wanted to flirt with you more than I have ever wanted to flirt with anyone else in my life, and I didn’t know how to do it.” Val squeezed Tara’s hand. “I mean, I always flirt with everybody. It’s fun, and then when somebody flirts back, maybe I get sex. Or maybe I just get an ego boost. But the point is, I wanted to treat you differently, and I didn’t know how.”

      “That was one reason I didn’t really know how you felt about me,” Tara said, nodding. “I thought I might just be convenient, especially after I offered to teach you to skate.”

      “Oh no, I was all over you. Or I wanted to be. I just had to figure out how to get you alone.” Val winked.

      “Are you ladies ready for dessert?” the server asked. Tara hadn’t even noticed him approach, or realized that they were pretty much done with their meals. Val had been a little distracting. She wanted to stay and talk, so she asked to see the dessert menu, then scraped her plate clean of her fish as he left.

      “So how many serious girlfriends have you had?” Val asked.

      Tara shook her head ruefully. “None. It’s just never worked out. Any girl I liked enough to continue dating didn’t seem to have the same feelings for me. How about you?”

      “Same. Though now I’m wondering if I wasn’t just running away and sabotaging relationships because I was scared.”

      Tara smiled at her. “I bet there’s a million girls with broken hearts behind you. But at least they got really, really good sex.”

      “You bet they did.” Val leaned over the table and kissed her. Tara lost herself in the feeling of Val’s warm, soft lips, the soft sigh of her breath, until she was brought back to earth by the sound of plastic sliding onto the table.

      The server appeared to have made himself scarce. Well, at least he was polite.

      Tara picked up the menu. “Do you want to split a dessert?”

      “Sounds sexy. I’m all for it.”

      “I want something with chocolate. How about this brownie a la mode?” Tara peeked over the top of the menu.

      Val was grinning at her. “Very decisive of you. I like it. Do you think we can get the server back, or have we scared him off with our lascivious ways?”

      “We’re good tippers. He’ll come back.” Tara looked around, but didn’t see him yet. “At least, I try to be a good tipper, and it’s been my experience that those who have worked in food service are always the same.”

      “Absolutely,” Val said. “I know how much people are relying on that money. Besides, he didn’t interrupt us kissing, so I’m ready to slap down plenty on that tip.”

      As though he had been summoned by those words, the server approached. Tara requested the brownie a la mode, two spoons, and the check.

      When the dessert came, she put the check aside and didn’t look at it. Val had already picked up a spoon and brought a scoop of vanilla ice cream to her face. Now she was licking the ice cream off the spoon, leaving a long white streak on her tongue. “Like what you see?” she said with a wink.

      “You know I do,” Tara said. Despite the fact that she knew Val was being deliberately over-the-top in her seductiveness, her body was responding anyway. It helped that Val’s big blue eyes made her look so innocent when everything else she did belied it.

      She took a spoonful of brownie with a little ice cream. “Tell me about your work. How’s the yoga class going? Are you doing any other articles for the paper?”

      Val nodded a she sucked her spoon clean. “Yoga class is going great. Cleo actually asked about you last week. I didn’t know what to tell her.”

      Tara swallowed guiltily. “Sorry about that.”

      “Hey, I’m the one who stood you up.” Val shrugged. “But you’ll come back again, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “With the paper, I don’t have any other ongoing assignments. I did get to interview Nadine Fawn earlier this week, so that was fun.”

      “I’m sorry, I have absolutely no idea who that is.” This brownie was delicious.

      “Oh, she’s a designer—she makes clothes out of antique materials, whatever she can salvage. Lace and flour sacks and World War Two military uniforms, stuff like that. Her clothes are gorgeous. I can’t afford anything she makes, of course, but I got to take some pictures. She’s putting on a show at a gallery on South Street, so an interview in The Big Whirl is free advertising for her and a fun interest story for us.”

      “I’ll have to look for that one in the next paper. I liked your article on the best soft pretzel places in Philly.”

      “Oh, that stupid listicle.” Val snorted. “I didn’t even go to that many soft pretzel places, and three of them are owned by friends. But it’s the sort of thing they always expect you to run.”

      “Well, I thought it was cute and well written.”

      “Thank you.” Val slurped up some more ice cream. “How about you? I know I don’t really understand what you do at work, but how’s it going?”

      “Oh, it’s great. Actually, a defendant we did a report for just won his case. The prosecuting lawyer told Brent—he’s one of my bosses—that she was sure she was going to win the case until she heard his expert testimony.”

      “That is awesome! It’s all due to your brilliance, I’m sure.”

      “It’s a brilliant team,” Tara said with a grin. She scraped up the last brownie crumbs she could find, then regretfully (because she could have eaten more brownie) consulted the bill. It was a lot cheaper than it would have been at the fancy place she’d tried to take Val, and they’d had a much better time. She stuck her credit card in the folder and put it on the edge of the table for the server.

      “Hey, you don’t have to pay for the whole thing,” Val said.

      “I like to treat,” Tara said. “You can pay the tip.”

      “Okay, that works. I just carry cash anyway.” Val looked at the bill and started pulling things out of her ever-present messenger bag.

      “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me. It’s more flexible, right?”

      “Yeah. I have a credit card for emergencies and online purchases, but I don’t have many of either. And I bet you carry almost no cash, because credit cards let you rack up points and, as long as you use them responsibly, are the safest way to pay. Am I right?” Val raised her eyebrows at Tara.

      Tara couldn’t help laughing. “You’ve got me again. I only take out cash when I’m going to a bar. If you know all that, why don’t you use credit cards?”

      “Knowing it intellectually doesn’t mean I can actually do it. Anyway.” Val came up out of her bag with a fistful of cash. “I don’t actually trust myself to use a credit card responsibly.”

      Tara nodded. “Knowing your own limits is important.”

      Val nodded. “I feel like I know myself a lot better now, just from talking to you.”

      “You make me sound like a therapist.”

      “You’re the best kind of therapist. The one I have sex with.”

      “I am not trained in psychology, young lady. And if I was, I’m pretty sure it would be unethical to have sex with you.”

      “Mm. Good thing you’re not, then.”

      Tara felt a touch on her knee and gasped. Val must have taken her shoe off, and her bare foot was sliding up the inside of Tara’s thigh, stopping just short of her crotch. Whether that was just because Val could only reach so far with her short legs, or she was specifically teasing to inflame Tara, it was working. Warmth sparked all over her body, and her breathing sped up.

      As the server approached their table, Val quickly pulled her foot away, but that didn’t calm Tara down. She managed to give him a polite smile as he swiped her card and gave it back to her.

      Val tossed the cash on the table for the tip and jumped up, holding her hand out to Tara. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Tara couldn’t argue with that, and she let Val take her hand and drag her out of the restaurant. Her heart seemed to be pounding in multiple places in her body. Once they were outside, Val led her around a corner, then backed up against the wall, pulling Tara with her. She let go of Tara’s hand to tug her head down and plant a searing kiss on her lips.

      Tara wanted to fall into the kiss, but part of her resisted. After a moment of mental struggle, she realized that it was because this was exactly what Val had done after that mess of a first date. Tara had given in then, and the sex had been worth it—but the aftermath hadn’t.

      She remembered what Val had said about the first date. She hadn’t been taking it seriously. It had just been a prelude to sex for her.

      Tara had to make sure that wasn’t what was going on this time.

      She broke away, despite every cell in her body screaming at her for more contact with Val. She was breathing hard. “Val. Come on.”

      “You want to go back to your place?” Val asked, her voice low and husky.

      Tara shook her head. “This is exactly what you did after our first date.”

      “And you’re just as hot now as you were then. Maybe even more so, because I know how great sex with you is.”

      “But this isn’t about sex, remember?”

      Val gave an uneasy laugh. “Don’t tell me that just because we’re officially dating now means we can’t have sex.”

      “No.” Tara forced herself to meet Val’s eyes. “But I have to make sure that this means more to you than sex. I have real feelings for you, Val, and if this is going to last, we have to be genuine with each other.”

      “How can you say that, after the way I opened up to you today?”

      “I thought you had real feelings for me after our first date—”

      “I did. I do. I was just hiding from my feelings.”

      “Then how do I know you’re not going to hide from your feelings again?”

      Val shook her head slowly. “I don’t know how to prove to you that I’m serious, other than not trying to run away again. And I don’t intend to run away again. I want to keep you. Maybe it’s just because I know I’ll have to see you again anyway, but trying to escape from my feelings doesn’t seem worth the effort anymore.”

      Tara considered her words. She wanted to believe her. She did believe her. But what if Val changed her mind again? She’d been the first to admit that she went where her whims took her. Tara didn’t want her feelings used for sex, even Val didn’t mean it that way, and even if she was enjoying the sex just as much as Val was.

      “I think we should go our separate ways tonight,” she said at last, “and see if we still want each other when we see each other again.”

      “Tara. I’m still going to want you. I always want you.”

      “I don’t see myself getting over you just because of a missed opportunity for sex, either. But we wanted to make sure we weren’t just imagining our connection out of lust, remember?”

      Val snorted. “I didn’t think you were serious about that.”

      “Well, not entirely. But I’m serious about this. I don’t think we should have sex. Not tonight, maybe not for a little while.”

      Val took a deep breath. Tara waited with some impatience to find out what she would finally say. Part of her—the part that was still turned on—hoped she would argue one more time. Tara could feel herself weakening.

      “Okay,” Val finally said, and Tara let out a sigh. “I mean, it sucks, but I don’t want to pressure you for sex. Especially if it will make you worry that my feelings aren’t genuine.”

      Tara gave her a light kiss on the lips and smiled. “Thank you.”

      “But when we see each other again, which will be really soon, if I haven’t changed my mind about this relationship, then we can have sex, right?”

      Tara laughed. “It might be fine to have sex even if you have changed your mind, because at least I’ll know. Just not today.”

      “Cool, cool.” Val nodded. “So, I’m fine with heading home.”

      “Okay.”

      Val raised her eyebrows and grinned. “So are you going to let me walk away from the wall or what?”

      “Oh, shit.” Tara hadn’t realized that she was still leaning against the wall with Val between her and the stone, trapping her there. Cheeks burning, she stepped back, pulling her hands away. “Sorry. Go wherever you want.”

      Val took a step away from the wall, then rose up on her tiptoes and kissed Tara on the cheek. “I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

      “So soon?”

      “You’re coming to yoga class, right?”

      “Uh… maybe not tomorrow. We’ll see.”

      “I’ll miss you if you don’t.” Val took Tara’s hand, twining their fingers together.

      “Sure. I’ll miss you, too. But I want to make sure we both have time to think, you know?”

      “I’ve had my time to think. Ever since I ghosted on you, I’ve been thinking about you.”

      “Well, I didn’t know that. So maybe I’m the one who needs time to think.”

      “Don’t over-analyze.” Val squeezed Tara’s hand.

      Tara gave her a half smile. “You know, I used to think that I didn’t analyze emotional decisions, but maybe I do. Or maybe I can just find the logical parts of everything.”

      “Maybe your way is better,” Val said. “Acting on impulse all the time has never gotten me very far.”

      “But you’ve been happy with your life.”

      “For the most part. And you have, too.”

      “For the most part.”

      They stood there in silence for a moment, just looking at each other. Tara never wanted to stop looking at Val.

      But she’d meant it when she said she needed time to think. So she reluctantly untangled her fingers and took a step away. “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow. Or another time.”

      Val nodded, smiling brightly. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Tara looked at her for another moment, then dove in for a kiss. Val gasped, her whole body shuddering against Tara’s touch, and Tara forced herself to pull away. She smiled and gave Val a little wave, then started walking as quickly as she could toward her bus stop.

      She couldn’t help looking back. Val was still standing in the same spot, smiling back at her.
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      Tara normally woke up at the same time every morning no matter what, unable to sleep past the hour she’d gotten accustomed to her alarm going off on weekday mornings—but she stayed up so late on Friday night figuring out what to do with Saturday’s roller-derby practice that she overslept. She had no time to get to yoga even if she’d wanted, and in fact she had to scramble a little to get ready for roller derby on time.

      Despite her unaccustomed disorganization, she felt good. Last night’s date with Val had been really enjoyable, and she felt as though it had unblocked something in her mind. She knew how to make the derby practices challenging, but still fun and productive for the team.

      She wasn’t the last to arrive, so she changed quickly and pulled out the flash cards she’d designed the night before, organizing them into stacks that she could choose from easily. She waited quietly for the rest of the team to be ready, then stood up.

      “Okay, ladies,” she called, and they all quieted down, looking at her. “On Thursday, you promised you’d be here today fresh and ready to kick ass. Is that right?”

      They all cheered, and Tara grinned. This was definitely going to go well.

      “And I promised you a better way. Well, I think I have it.” She waved her flash cards. “I’m still going to be just as strict on drills and scrimmages as I have been—well, maybe a little less. But instead of me deciding this is what you guys need to work on, I’ve got a list of ideas and I want to let you pick. Here are our choices for today’s first drill.”

      “Ooh!” Megan was the first to move forward and take the stack of flash cards, but soon the whole team was passing them around, reading the little descriptions Tara had written of each drill. They’d done them all before, so they would know what they were getting into.

      She knew this would be fun for one day, but she hoped it would work in the long run, too. If the girls thought they had any weaknesses, they would try to pick drills that would help with those weaknesses—they weren’t lazy or scared, they just didn’t want to be pushed beyond their abilities. And Tara would have to work harder to communicate with them what she perceived their weaknesses to be.

      After a few minutes, a consensus emerged. “We like this one,” Kristine said, holding out a card on which Tara had written: Pass the Jammer. It was a drill they’d done before in which instead of skating in a tight pack, the blockers would be spread out throughout the track. The jammer would try to get through, but the blockers were supposed to physically push her on to the next blocker using only legal blocking techniques.

      “Then that’s what we’ll start with,” Tara said. “Who’s going to be the first jammer?”

      Helen raised her hand, and no one argued, so they headed out to the track. Val was leaning on the wall, and Tara’s heart skipped a beat. Val lifted a hand and waved with a smile, and Tara waved back. Val didn’t seem to be upset that Tara had missed yoga.

      Tara organized the team for the drill. It was easier, somehow, to keep more of her attention on the track and less on Val, now that things were good between them. Instead of trying to force herself to ignore the photographer’s presence, she was a warm place that Tara could glance at if she wanted to—but her attention really belonged on her team.

      As the drill started with Gayle hip-checking Helen right down the track to Mindy, Tara allowed her shoulders to relax and her knees to loosen as she skated, ready to block Helen when her turn came around. She’d been a little worried that giving the whole team the choice every time would mean a long discussion or a bunch of arguing, but it had all gone very smoothly so far. She couldn’t expect every time to be this easy, but starting out that way was good; everyone would have a smooth decision as their mental baseline.

      Val was on the track now, keeping up with Helen as she was passed from blocker to blocker and photographing their movements. Tara worried a little that something would go wrong and Helen would knock into Val, but while Christy did push Helen in the wrong direction, she went behind Val before catching herself on her toe stop and redirecting herself.

      Tara called a halt after Helen had gone around twice. “Okay, Christy, do you know what you did wrong?”

      Christy nodded ruefully. “I wasn’t balanced on my feet when Helen came toward me, and I overcorrected, so that I pushed her in the opposite direction from what I meant to.”

      Tara nodded. “Watch out for that overcorrection, then. You should be able to block even if you’re unbalanced.”

      Christy gave her a thumbs-up, and Tara asked who was the next jammer. Kristine volunteered, and they sent her around the circle. Again, Tara called a halt after she’d been around twice, then pointed out errors that had been made and asked the players what they thought they had done wrong. She should have been using that tactic all along, rather than just writing down what she saw and trying to correct with drills. If the players had to figure it out themselves, the problem would stick in their minds better—and probably Tara’s, too.

      They went around again with Megan and debriefed the same way, then moved on to a speed drill, again chosen by the team. Tara was happy with everyone’s performance—at least with speed, they had each other to race against—and told them so before letting them choose a last, quick drill, which allowed them to really practice their alertness.

      When she sent them to take their break, she skated over to where Val sat on a bench and sat down next to her. “How am I doing?”

      Val looked up and grinned. “It looks fantastic from here. The team is happy, at least.”

      “That’s the important thing. Well, it’s not the only important thing, but I think it will help them get better, too.”

      “Not just them.” Val nudged Tara with her shoulder.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re part of the team, too. When you get better, they get better.”

      “I guess that’s true,” Tara said. “I hadn’t thought about it quite that way, though I’ve never neglected my own training. At least, I hope I haven’t.”

      “I think this way might be better for you, too. If you have weak points, they’re more likely to be addressed, because you’re not just choosing drills to focus on the other team members’ weak points.”

      “Huh.” Tara looked at Val. “You’re pretty smart.”

      Val grinned and kissed her on the cheek. “I guess that’s one reason to keep me around.”

      Tara leaned close and gave Val a kiss on the lips—a deep, meaningful kiss. Then she got up and skated back to the locker room. That brief conversation with Val had been about roller derby, not about their relationship, but she was feeling good about the relationship anyway. It felt like they were communicating better now—like they’d broken through something.

      She chugged some water, then called the team together again for another discussion. “Okay, I want to have a better way of choosing the teams for the scrimmages, but I don’t know what,” she told them. “Any suggestions?”

      “You could pick one person for each scrimmage team and have them pick from the rest of the team,” Helen suggested.

      “What are we, in middle school? Who gets picked last?” Mindy responded.

      “I was fine with the random number generator way,” Deirdre said. “It seemed fair.”

      “How are you going to pick teams when matches start?” Lisa asked.

      “I’ll rotate the three jammers and all the blockers as best I can,” Tara said with a shrug. “And it will depend on the opposing team and what I can see of their strengths and weaknesses. I’ll favor players who can overpower their strengths or take advantage of their weaknesses. That has to wait for the third or fourth jam, of course.”

      “Doesn’t really apply here,” Lisa said, nodding.

      “You could just pick people whose skills complement each other best,” Kasey suggested.

      Tara shook her head. “That’s really complicated. It would take me a long time to find the best teams, and one of the reasons I want to keep mixing it up is so that you guys can keep making sure that your skills can all complement each other during a real match. You have to be aware of what everyone else is doing. Anyway, I want you to all be involved in choosing.”

      “What if we started with Helen’s idea, but pick each other’s teams?” Bobbie said. “So, if you pick Megan and Leya for the two scrimmage teams, Megan picks four people for Leya’s team and Leya picks four people for Megan’s.”

      “Oh, I like that,” Kristine said. A few other people were nodding.

      “That sounds fair,” Tara said. “I would still use the random number generator to pick the first two. Any objections?”

      “No, that sounds pretty good,” Mindy said. “Though I still think it’ll feel like middle school.”

      “If you’re worried about getting picked last, Mindy, you should start a team,” Helen said.

      Tara smiled. “Okay, Mindy’s on one team, and…” She got the random number generator up on her phone. “Deirdre does the other. Pick your opposing teams. And if you guys use this to be assholes to each other, or if anybody thinks it isn’t fair, we’re going to have to find a new method.”

      But they picked each other’s teams without any grumbling or meanness that Tara could see, and even the people not on the scrimmage team sounded excited as they all headed out to the track. Tara herself was on Deirdre’s team, and playing while keeping an eye on everyone else didn’t feel as onerous as it often had in the past.

      With the new method of picking teams, they weren’t able to squeeze in quite as many scrimmages, but Tara still felt pleasantly sweaty and exhausted as they headed back to the locker room. She knew that they’d all pushed themselves hard and taken any criticism with grace.

      “Good job, everyone,” she told them. “I’ll see you at the gym tonight to lift weights. Remember, this is our last night with the special agreement, so if you want to keep lifting—and I recommend it—you’ll have to do it on your own time.”

      “Is this the last week, already?” Bobbie asked.

      “Yeah!” Mindy cried. “Next week, match against the Rioters! We’re going to kick their asses.”

      “We’re going to be the best team out there this summer, right, girls?” Tara looked around at all of them, then started the cheer. “One, two, three…”

      “MONSTERS!” they cried in unison.
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      Tara was nervous as they waited for their first match to begin. Of course, she had no reason to be nervous. The team was amazing. Val understood that she had to be off the track and out of everyone’s way. The Rioters had happily agreed to having a photographer at the match.

      But this was the moment of truth.

      Now she would find out whether she was right about how well the team had been performing in the last week, since she’d switched up the practice routine to get everyone’s input. Now she would find out whether she’d made the right choices putting the team together. Now she would find out whether the Rittenhouse Rioters, too, had made vast improvements over the off season.

      Now she would find out whether she was cut out to be captain.

      Everyone was in their derby ensembles—all their protective gear was on, they were wearing their shorts or leggings or fishnets, they had their blue-and-black Monstrous Regiment shirts on and their names and numbers clearly showing across the back and on their sleeves. Bobbie had finally chosen her new derby name, BeelzeBadass. They were ready.

      “Okay, girls,” Tara cried, quieting down the nervous-excited babble that always preceded a match. “Are we ready?”

      They cheered. “Three, two one…” Tara started.

      “MONSTERS!” the team cried, and then she led them out to the track.

      Flashes popped in the corner of her eye; she didn’t know how many of them were Val and how many were audience members. It was dark everywhere but the track, and she couldn’t pick out any faces.

      But she knew Val was there.

      They hadn’t had much time to talk over the past week, while Tara had been focused on the team and Val had been running around on another photography assignment. But they’d sent the occasional text, kept up with how the other was doing, and had not had a single argument.

      Tara was in the first jam, so she took her position on the track, behind Mindy and Gayle, with Shelly behind her and Megan back at the jammer position. She breathed deep, careful breaths through her nose. She hadn’t pulled all the very top players in on the first jam, not wanting to wear them out, but she had chosen players she knew were solid. She had confidence in Megan’s ability to make lead jammer and rack up the points. If they could start out strong, they would finish strong, too.

      This would be a different kind of game for more than one reason. This was the first time she really had to pay attention to the other team’s abilities—not that she’d ignored them before, but this time she was doing it on behalf of her whole team.

      She didn’t have to just play in the jam. She had to observe it, too.

      Before she could think over it anymore, the whistle blew, and the pack of blockers—Monsters and Rioters—started pounding down the track, skating as fast as they could without breaking the pack. Tara couldn’t hear anything over her own skates and the sound of the crowd, but she knew the jammers would be back there gaining on them.

      And then there was Megan, zipping past Shelly. Tara threw herself sideways, catching a Rittenhouse Rioters blocker as she went so that she wouldn’t get in Megan’s way. Another Rioters blocker tried to get ahead of Megan, but Gayle and Mindy came together to knock her sideways. In moments Megan was ahead of the pack, and the whistle was blowing for lead jammer.

      But they couldn’t relax now—the opposing jammer was just behind Megan. Tara recognized Shayna, Mindy’s girlfriend, and caught her breath, but Mindy was not at all hesitant about blocking her girlfriend. Tara allowed herself a silent cheer as Mindy set Shayna spinning backward. She was caught and her momentum reversed by a Rioters blocker, but it had been good for a moment.

      Then Megan was back, and the Rioters had their feet under them, and it was all the Monsters could do to keep Megan moving forward. Tara knocked a Rioters blocker on her ass, but she wasn’t down for long. Tara had to admire the speed at which they moved, the skill with which they worked together. The Rittenhouse Rioters were a great team.

      But it was still going to lose.

      Monstrous Regiment came out of the first jam just two points ahead. Tara was glad to have a lead this early on, but it was a slim one.

      Tara put on Kristine, Bobbie, Helen, Lisa, and Leya for the second jam. They were all excellent players who worked well together. If teamwork was what they needed to counter in the Rioters, they could do it.

      She had an easier vantage point for studying the opposition from the sidelines, and she was satisfied with what they saw. The Rioters were good—but the Monsters were better. Their superiority might not be one hundred percent evident in that specific jam, but she knew how her team worked, and she thought she could pull a victory out of this.

      She thought she saw Val, too, somewhere on the other side of the track, her camera flashing away. But Val was too focused on her job to notice Tara, and Tara needed to stay focused on hers.

      By the halftime break, Monstrous Regiment was down by three points, but Tara could see exactly where they had gone wrong. As they all chugged water and snacks and wiped away sweat, she pointed them out. “Mindy, you need to watch your left. The Rioters’ jammers have gotten past you twice that way, and if they’re smart—and they are smart—they’ll try to take advantage of that again.”

      “Got it, boss,” Mindy said, throwing out a sloppy faux salute.

      “Christy, I want you to get low. Take advantage of being short, especially if they’re fielding Shayna as jammer—you’re the shortest blocker we’ve got, so if you can, I want you to meet her for low center of gravity.”

      Christy grinned, but it turned into a grimace. “I don’t know if I can lower my center of gravity quite that much.”

      “Crouch,” Tara said. “Wrap your arms around your knees if you have to—just get up some momentum first.”

      Christy’s grimace turned thoughtful. “I think I can do that.”

      “And Tara,” Tara said, pointing at herself, so that several other people laughed, “keep your head in the game. You let Dr. Holtzwomann knock you right into the wall because you were too busy watching what Bobbie and Kristine were doing. Unacceptable!”

      Shelly lifted her hand for a high-five, and, grinning, Tara returned it. “Okay, anybody else have anything to say before we get back out there? Did I miss anything?”

      “Only that we’re awesome,” Mindy said.

      “That’s right,” Tara said, looking around at the team. “You guys are awesome. We’re all awesome. And we’re going to be the team to beat this season, right? Three, two, one…”

      “MONSTERS!” they cheered.

      The halftime discussion worked. The Monsters clawed back their three points in the first jam, and didn’t let them go—but they didn’t pull ahead, either. For four jams, they were neck and neck.

      Then halfway through the sixth jam of the period, Christy did as she’d been told. Crouching down and grabbing her knees, she barreled into Shayna like a cannonball, taking the other team completely by surprise and scattering them. Cannonball? No—a pool cue, using Shayna as the white ball that moved all the other balls aside.

      Before the Rioters could collect themselves, Helen had zipped past them all, bringing Monstrous Regiment up by four points. The Rioters were back together by the next time she came around, but as lead jammer, she was able to end the jam before Shayna could score any points.

      Tara couldn’t stop cheering. It might be a move that would only work once, but it had worked extremely well.

      The Rioters managed to close the gap by a couple more points, but in the entire second period, they never pulled ahead of the Monsters again. Through skill, determination, and excellent leadership… Monstrous Regiment won. Bouncer Betty, the captain of the Rittenhouse Rioters, pumped Tara’s hand with enthusiasm, both of them grinning as the crowd cheered and applauded around them.

      Then Tara ran with the team, all of them screaming their cheers, into the locker room. Mindy tried to get the others to lift Tara up on their shoulders, but Tara, laughing, nixed that.

      “That was an awesome match,” she told them. “We really are going to be the team to beat this year.”

      “It’s all thanks to you,” Lisa said, absolutely beaming at her. “We would not have made it this far without your excellent coaching.”

      “Seriously, I never would have thought of that move,” Christy said. “And it was awesome. I’m going to use it again, if I can. I never thought I would be this good.”

      “Oh, you guys are too sweet,” Tara said. “It’s not like we didn’t win most of our games last year. It’s down to the players way more than anything.”

      “Hey, raise your hand if you think we won because of Tara,” Mindy shouted. Thirteen hands were instantly in the air.

      Tara thought she was probably blushing, but she didn’t care. Love and respect from her team, utterly crushing the opposition… what more could she ask for?

      She’d wanted to prove something to herself. Had she proven it?

      Maybe she’d just proven that winning wasn’t the most important thing. They’d played incredibly well, and she would have been satisfied with that even if they hadn’t won. At least, she thought so.

      Shelly interrupted Tara’s navel-gazing with a sudden, fierce hug. “Seriously, it’s you,” Shelly whispered. “I think stepping down was the best thing I could have done for this team, if it put you at the top.”

      Tara was momentarily speechless. “Wow, Shelly.” She had to clear her throat. “That means a lot. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I wouldn’t say it if it wasn’t true.” Shelly took a step back and nodded at something past Tara’s shoulder.

      Tara turned around.

      Val was standing in the doorway, her eyes big and bright, grinning so hard her face looked like it was going to fall apart. All her things were packed away in the bag over her shoulder. “Hey,” she said. “You won.”

      Tara took one step to cross the distance between them and kissed her, hard. She thought she heard distant whoops and cheers behind her, but she ignored them as Val’s arms twined around her waist, Val’s lips caressed hers, Val’s tongue slid into her mouth. Heat seared between them, and Tara wanted nothing but to keep touching Val for the rest of her life.

      But eventually, she broke away, because she had to tell Val something. “I couldn’t have done it without you,” she said, staring into Val’s gorgeous blue eyes.

      Val snorted. “Please. I didn’t teach you how to be awesome.”

      “You kind of did,” Tara said. “You showed me how to really get other people’s opinions and incorporate them. If I hadn’t changed up the way I was doing practices because of what you said, I don’t think we would have done this well. In fact, I’m sure we would have lost.”

      Val bit her lip. “Really?”

      “Really,” Tara agreed, pulling her even closer, tight against her body.

      A hand came down on Tara’s shoulder and she almost jumped. She looked over to see Lisa there, grinning at her. “Hey, we’re meeting the Rioters at the bar down the street for the afterparty. Val, you’re welcome to join us.”

      Tara looked back at Val, at her beautiful face and lithe body—okay, she couldn’t see the body right now, but she could feel its curves pressed against her own. Drinking and carousing with her team and the team they’d just beaten had never held less appeal compared to the woman in her arms.

      “I’d rather skip it, honestly,” she said. “But it’s up to you, Val.”

      “I go where you go,” Val said, her tongue darting out to moisten her lips. “As long as you’ll let me go with you, anyway.”

      Tara nodded. “Let’s go back to my place, then.”

      Val’s grin broke out bigger than ever. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      Tara grabbed her bag—no point in changing out of her derby clothes now, since Val would have them off shortly—and said her goodbyes to the team, promising them that she’d be at the next afterparty. It was just today… today she had more important things to focus on.

      Finally, she escaped from the excitement of her team and grabbed Val’s hand. “Ready to go?”

      “Always,” Val said.

      

      It was a good thing that Tara’s apartment wasn’t far from the track where the match had been held, because she didn’t think she and Val could have kept their clothes on for much longer. As it was, she’d hardly gotten her door locked when Val was pulling her shirt off, running her hands over Tara’s sweat-dampened shoulders.

      “I know I’d never seen a derby game before, but that was amazing,” Val said breathlessly. “It was so exciting! I think I’m going to have to come to all the games from now on, even if I’m not reporting on them.”

      “You’d better come to all my games.” Tara punctuated her words with kisses, starting at Val’s jaw and continuing down her neck. When Val’s tank top got in her way, she peeled it off, continuing the kisses down Val’s collarbone and toward her tits. “I expect my girlfriend to be properly enthusiastic and loyal.”

      “Oh!” Val’s heavy breathing might not just have been due to the kissing, or Tara’s hand working its way down the front of her pants. “Am I your girlfriend?”

      “If you want to be,” Tara said, looking up at her, suddenly uncertain. Val’s head was thrown back, her hair falling straight down from her face, sweat beading on her pale throat.

      Val moaned and wiggled her hips against Tara’s hand. “Come on, this is blackmail.”

      “Sorry!” Tara removed her hand—much as she wanted to keep touching Val, the question was genuine, and she wanted a genuine answer.

      Val laughed and grabbed Tara’s hand. “That doesn’t mean I want you to stop. Okay, seriously for a moment.” She touched Tara’s face, making her look into her eyes. “I love you. I love you, Tara. I want to be with you, if that means setting myself three alarms so I’ll be at every derby match and every—economics dinner or whatever on time. I want to make you happy.”

      Tara swallowed. “I love you, too. And I will tolerate your occasional lateness or flaking out on something, because it is worth it to have the rest of you, your brilliant, compassionate, wonderful self. I don’t want to change you. And I will always help you figure out your decisions, if you want me to.”

      Val nodded. “I’ll do the same for you, whether that means providing information for your analysis or smacking you on the head so you stop overanalyzing.”

      Tara kissed her hard. “You really get me. It’s amazing. When we first met… I never would have thought it would be possible for us to understand each other so well.”

      “Me neither,” Val said with a breathless laugh. “I keep thinking this is all a crazy dream and I’m going to wake up and find I don’t have a hot, powerful derby girlfriend.”

      Tara pinched her. “Ow!” she complained, batting at Tara’s hand.

      “It’s not a dream,” Tara said, laughing.

      “I think you should prove that in other ways,” Val said, pulling Tara’s hand to her belly.

      “Like you never dream about this.” Tara let her hand creep down the front of Val’s pants again, letting her hand slide teasingly over her silky panties.

      “It’s worth it.” There was a gasp and a slight shudder in Val’s voice.

      “Come here.” Tara pulled Val over to the bed and laid her down on it, then returned her hand to the spot where Val wanted it. Val moaned, letting her legs fall out to the sides, putting her yogic flexibility on full display.

      Tara pushed Val’s flimsy little bralette up and over her breasts, caressing her tits with one hand while her other hand teased away at her pussy. Val was making little gasps and moans, her hands clawing at the bedsheets, her hips thrusting up toward Tara’s hand.

      The sight of her, disheveled and wanting, was so delicious that Tara wanted to just keep staring at her. But she wasn’t willing to deny her for any longer, either. Finally, she pushed her hand under the silky panties and into Val’s slick, welcoming heat.

      Val made a sound that was a combination between a cry and a gasp, her eyes flying open. “Is this my reward?” she muttered.

      “Your reward?” Tara laughed. “I think fucking you is my reward.”

      “This is my reward for not changing my mind.”

      “Don’t think of it that way.” Tara leaned in to kiss her. “I’m not doing something for you. I’m doing something girlfriends do, because we both want it. Like maybe tomorrow morning, we’ll sit around in pajamas watching Netflix and eating takeout, because that’s something that girlfriends do together.”

      “That sounds really nice,” Val said, gazing up at Tara. “And then more sex?”

      Tara snorted with laughter. “You’re just insatiable, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t think I could ever be satiated by you.” Val’s hand rose up in the air. She grabbed Tara by the hair and pulled her head down for a deep, scorching kiss. When she released Tara, she said, “You’re too wonderful. I just want more and more of you forever.”

      Tara let out a breath and nuzzled Val’s nose with her own. “I want that, too. So you think we can stick this out?”

      “I do. I know you can. And I’m pretty sure I can.”

      “Good.” Tara pushed two of her fingers into Val’s opening, startling a loud moan out of her. “Because I don’t want to have to stop doing this.”

      “I don’t—want you to stop either,” Val said, panting, her eyes going glassy.

      Tara bent her head and kissed Val, her tongue sliding into her girlfriend’s mouth as her thumb found her clit. She knew the exact moment Val’s orgasm took her, from the way her pussy clenched around her fingers and the way her mouth vibrated around her tongue. And she was satisfied.

      Val, however, obviously wasn’t. She only took moments to recover before she was up on her knees, pouncing on Tara and tackling her to her back. Tara laughed. “You never need to rest, do you?”

      “I get eight hours of sleep every day,” Val informed her. “Plus at least a few minutes of shavasana whenever I do my personal yoga practice. That’s plenty of sleep to get me through the day.”

      Tara raised her eyebrows. “Eight hours of sleep every single night? I think I’ve finally found the one thing you’re stricter about than I am.”

      “Well, I didn’t say what time I went to bed. Or what time I got up. Or whether it’s all at one stretch.”

      Tara shook her head, rolling it back and forth across the mattress. “I don’t know if this is going to work out. I get up at the same time every day, no matter how late I’ve gone to bed.”

      Val kissed her, nipping at her lower lip with her small teeth. “Shut up. We’ll figure it out. We weren’t going to move in together right away, anyway.” She hesitated, lifting her head to look into Tara’s eyes. “Unless you wanted me to move in tonight? I could.”

      Tara lifted her head enough to look around her apartment. It was a small space, but it was hers. The idea of adding Val to it was simultaneously appealing and slightly overwhelming. She had so much energy, how could they ever fit themselves to these little rooms?

      “I don’t know. There’s not a lot of space. Would you want to?”

      “I don’t have a lot of stuff.” Val smirked. “You know that. I could roll out my yoga mat right over there every morning, and we can obviously both fit in the bed.”

      Tara reached up and stroked her hair out of her face. “Why don’t you spend the night tonight, and we’ll see how it goes from there, okay? Buying a house is still in the plans, you know. We could wait until then. Find the perfect house together.”

      “Isn’t that a few years away?”

      “It was. Plans can be rearranged. I could always pay a little more slowly on the student loans and save more quickly for a house. Or the two of us could get a bigger apartment together while we save. If you’re helping with the rent, that might even come out cheaper than this place.”

      Val wrinkled her nose. “You’re going to make me save money, aren’t you?”

      “You can’t tell me you don’t have savings.”

      “Just enough to make sure I don’t starve if one of my jobs suddenly drops away.” Val sighed and lowered her head, nibbling on Tara’s ear. “You’re going to be such a terrible influence, making me save more money and show up to things on time and all that kind of stuff.”

      “You can still back out.” Tara was teasing, but it was hard to say anything serious right now, with Val’s lips on her ear, her hands starting to run lightly over Tara’s torso. Her skin shivered and puckered in goosebumps where Val’s hands had been.

      “Don’t even joke about that,” Val whispered, her hot breath washing over Tara’s eardrum. “You are worth every bit of bad influence. Now let me get you out of those sexy shorts.”

      She slithered down the bed without hesitation, hooking her fingertips in the waistband of Tara’s shorts and underwear all at once and pulling them down over her legs. Tara gasped as her dick sprang free into the air, heavy with desire.

      Val slid back onto the bed, straddling Tara’s thighs, and took her in hand, squeezing hard. Tara moaned, her eyes drifting closed as the sensation went all the way through her. “You know how to handle my body better than anyone else I’ve ever been with,” she said, her voice choked with pleasure. “I don’t know how I got so lucky.”

      “Those other people were missing out.” Val punctuated her words with tugs on Tara’s dick. “They should have tried harder.”

      “Maybe they never got the chance to learn.”

      “Then I guess I’m the lucky one.” Val bent and closed her lips over Tara, sucking her down, swirling with her tongue. Tara gave up on speech, clutching at the bedsheets as she pushed her hips up toward Val.

      With one last squeeze, Tara came, her hips bucking so hard she almost thought she would fall off her bed. Pleasure washed through her, leaving her gasping, relaxed—and oddly content.

      Val lay down on the bed next to her and snuggled up to her side. Tara lifted one arm, feeling heavy with muscle exhaustion, and put it around her to hold her close. “So, how are your future plans looking?” she murmured.

      “Hmm. Evolving. I think they might include a sexy derby girl and a house.”

      “You did say you wanted to keep on doing things that make you happy.”

      “That’s still the plan.”

      “Would you be okay with buying a house? That’s pretty permanent.”

      Val propped her head up on hand, her elbow on the bed, looking down at Tara. “I think so. As long as we could find a place we both liked.”

      “So, wife and kids?”

      Val smiled. “To be honest, I’m not sure about kids either. Though I would make an awesome pregnant lady.” She stood up and stretched, her hands arcing over her head. “I’m hungry. Do you have any veggies in the kitchen? I could probably put something together with whatever you have.”

      Tara rolled onto her stomach to get closer to Val. She grabbed her wrist and tugged her back down to the bed. “Don’t you ever hold still for a few minutes, woman?”

      Val giggled as Tara pulled her down, bouncing slightly on the mattress. “Only when you hold me down.”

      “I’ll have to make a practice of that.” Tara pulled Val closer still and kissed her.

      She did manage to get Val to lie still for a few moments as they kissed—not scorching, needy kisses like they always had before sex, but gentle, languorous ones, exploratory and loving. Tara breathed a contented sigh into Val’s mouth as Val lightly stroked her back.

      Val’s hand reached Tara’s ass and she sat up, squeezing it with one hand. “Wow, you have a seriously great ass.”

      Tara snorted with laughter. The gentle kisses had been really nice, but she supposed she couldn’t expect Val to concentrate on one thing forever. “Why, thank you. You should have seen me when I was first on hormones.”

      “Why?” Val asked, still exploring Tara’s ass with her hands.

      “It had been a few months, and the only change I’d noticed was that I was really emotional, crying at everything. But then I went to put on a pair of my favorite comfy jeans and they didn’t fit.” She laughed at the memory. “I could not get them on over my ass. I put on a skirt and went to a store and women’s jeans finally fit me. I must have bought every pair of extra-long boot-cut jeans they had in my size.”

      Val laughed, patting Tara’s ass. “I never see you in jeans.”

      “Yeah,” Tara said, unable to stop laughing, her body shaking the bed. “Turns out I don’t actually like jeans. If I’m not in professional clothing, I’m wearing comfy derby clothes. I bought like ten pairs of jeans and they all went to waste!”

      Val joined in on Tara’s laughter, then bent and squeezed her shoulders, laying a kiss on her head. “I’m really going to go cook something. You do have food, right?”

      “Of course I have food,” Tara said, rolling over again to watch Val walk to the kitchen. “And if you’re going to cook for me shirtless all the time, I may insist that you move in sooner rather than later.”

      She lay on the bed for a few minutes, looking at Val but thinking about herself. She’d finally told another funny story about her transition. It had been months, hadn’t it?

      A weight had been taken from her shoulders. She’d proved what she wanted to prove to herself: she could lead her team to victory, and she no longer had to worry about it.

      And she’d gotten an amazing girlfriend out of the deal.

      Tara got up and followed Val to the kitchen. She didn’t want to miss a single moment with her.
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        Share Your Thoughts

      

      Thank you for reading Knock Me Down by Diana Morland.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or on Goodreads.

      Your support means the world to our authors!

      

      
        More from LoveLight Press
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        More from Diana Morland

        Roller Derby Romance starts with Megan and Gianna’s story in Crash Into You and continues with Gayle and Shelly’s story in Let’s Jam, then Mindy and Shayna’s story in Head Over Wheels.
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        At a Witch’s Back (Witches in the City, Book 4)
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      Website: http://www.dianamorland.com
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