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Head Over Wheels

Roller Derby Romance: Book 3

Diana Morland


Chapter 1




Mindy, known on wheels as Thin White Duchess, was so pumped to try out for the all-star roller-derby team that she felt like she was flying even as she signed in. Today they were choosing Philadelphia’s roller-derby championship team, the one that would go to the tournament in December… and someone, at least, thought she was good enough to bother trying out.

But maybe she shouldn’t feel so flattered, she realized as she made her way to the seating area designated for the all-star hopefuls. There were a lot of girls here. She grinned, letting her eyes sweep over the crowd. A lot of hot, fit derby girls. Even if tryouts didn’t go well, she was going to have a lot of fun.

Not that she didn’t know that already. After all, this was derby.

Jane the Ripper, one of her teammates, was waving at her, so Mindy waved back and aimed through the crowd toward her.

A lot of the women looked familiar—of course, she’d probably played against most of them in her three years as a member of Monstrous Regiment, her roller-derby team. A really hot girl in black leggings and a white top, with her brown hair done up in victory rolls, was climbing up on her chair, presumably to look better over the crowd, since she was short. Hadn’t her team beaten Monstrous recently? Mindy was pretty sure she recognized that hair, if not the figure.

Mindy gave the girl—Manson Girl, if she remembered correctly—a grin as she went by, but she didn’t think the other player noticed. She was almost tempted to stop and say hi, except that Jane the Ripper was waiting for her.

She could see her other teammates, all of those who had been invited to come try out, in the seats, but they seemed to be scattered. Of course, Leya Out always kept to herself, and Margaret Splatwood seemed to have her own thing going on. Mindy had no idea what was between her and the blocker from Rolling in the Street, but she hoped it was good, and sexy. 

She finally made it to a seat next to her teammate and sat down. “Hey, Helen. Wow, what a crowd. You think you’re up for this?”

Jane the Ripper—Helen—shook her head. “I have no idea, but it’s worth a shot, I think. What about you?”

Mindy grinned. “They have to pick me! There’s no way they can pass this up.” She slapped her thighs.

Helen snorted and looked around. “I didn’t know there were this many derby teams in the city. I would have thought I would recognize everyone.”

“I recognize most of them,” Mindy said. “But they probably pulled from the suburbs as well. Maybe Jersey. Just to make sure they have the best talent, wherever it comes from.”

“I guess you’re right,” Helen said. She looked nervous, so Mindy tried to come up with something to say to cheer her up, but then a woman was going through the crowd giving out little tickets, and they had to stop talking and pay attention.

They were told to look at their tickets for numbers to tell them whether they were in the first set to get on the track and skate. Mindy was, so she rushed to get her skates on, then bounced off with a cheery wave to Helen and got onto the track. She knew this was a good sign.

Leya Out was on the track, too. “Hi, Leya! Good luck!” Mindy said with a grin.

Leya smiled back, but didn’t say anything. Mindy didn’t mind, mostly because she never said much, but also because Manson Girl—she of the gorgeous figure—had just skated to join them on the track.

“Oh, I’m in trouble,” Mindy said under her breath. Leya shot her a questioning look, so she grinned. “Just kidding.”

Manson Girl was super hot, but Mindy knew what she was doing. There were a lot of attractive women on the track today—Mindy wasn’t going to let any of them distract her.

They were divided into groups, to start skating at different points. Manson Girl ended up behind Mindy, which was disappointing. Now she had no chance of admiring her figure as they skated… unless Mindy skated fast enough to catch up? Maybe she could use that as motivation.

She waited for the whistle to tell them to start, then sped off as fast as she could, her skates whirring. She laughed in exhilaration as the wind of her movement picked up her thick, curly hair, sending it whipping behind her. This was always so much fun.

She was enjoying herself too much to notice how well she’d done by the time they sat down, and maybe it hadn’t been a race at all. They certainly weren’t sending home the slowest skaters. And she did get a chance to admire Manson Girl’s figure, this time from behind, as they went back to their seats.

As the next groups went up to speed skate, she cheered for her teammates. Maybe they would all get on the team. That would be awesome—then the all-star team would be more than a third Monsters.

She saw their team captain, Shelly, in the stands near them, watching the tryouts. Mindy waved, but she didn’t think Shelly saw her.

Helen looked nervous again as she rejoined Mindy. Mindy nudged her affectionately with her shoulder. “You did great.”

“No, I didn’t,” Helen said, frowning. “I wobbled, didn’t you see me?”

Apparently Mindy hadn’t been paying enough attention, because she’d missed that entirely. “I’m sure it’s fine. They won’t kick you out for one little wobble.”

Helen smiled at her. “Sometimes your optimism just sounds like stupidity, Mindy.”

Mindy laughed. “Hey, you have to take what you can get!” But she’d made Helen smile, which had been her entire goal.

The next round of the tryouts was an obstacle course on the track, and this time Mindy actually did get to follow Manson Girl. She watched those curls bounce and didn’t miss a jump. Nope, she wasn’t being distracted at all.

She was getting a bit tired, though, so she was relieved when the people running the tryouts told them it was time for a ten-minute break. She grabbed her snack and water out of her bag while Helen hunched over her phone.

She glanced over the group of women trying out, but people were moving around, entering and leaving and talking to people in the stands, and she couldn’t see Manson Girl anymore. Not that it was important, she reminded herself.

But when she turned to sit back down in her chair, Manson Girl was right behind her.

Mindy managed to hide her surprise—at least, she hoped she had—in a swallow of water, then grinned at Manson Girl. “Hey. I saw you skating. You were doing a great job—I bet you make it to the team.”

Manson Girl raised her eyebrows, but smiled back at her. “Thanks. You’re pretty good, too. I don’t know, though. There are a lot of amazing skaters here. I mean, did you see that red-haired girl? I know she’s familiar, but not from what team.” She nodded toward Megan.

Mindy grinned proudly. “That’s Margaret Splatwood. She’s on Monstrous Regiment with me. Your team beat us a few weeks ago, but that was only because she was injured. She’s probably the best jammer in existence.”

Manson Girl laughed. Her laughter was low and sultry, sending tingles through Mindy’s nerves, but it didn’t match the light in her eyes. “Is that so? Then I can’t wait to play you guys again.”

Mindy nodded and held out her hand. “I’m Thin White Duchess. Mindy.”

“Right, I remember you now. You look different without your white shirt and vest.”

“You look different without your jeans.” When they had played the Rittenhouse Rioters, Manson Girl had been wearing jeans cuffed to the middles of her calves.

“I figured I shouldn’t restrict my range of motion any more than absolutely necessary today.” She finally put her hand in Mindy’s and shook. It was warm, and surprisingly dry, considering how much skating they’d all been doing. “I’m Shayna.”

Mindy’s heart gave a little jolt. Was this girl not just gorgeous, but also Jewish? “Yes, you absolutely are,” she said, shaking Shayna’s hand. “Shayna maidele.”

Shayna snorted, but Mindy was also rewarded with a blush. “Yeah, like I haven’t heard that one before.”

“I could get more creative,” Mindy offered. “Shayna punim.”

This time Shayna laughed out loud. “Now you just sound like my bubbe.”

“Okay, I don’t want that,” Mindy said with a laugh. “I could compliment other parts of your body, if you want.”

“Do you really want to go there?” Shayna’s eyes were sparkling.

Mindy opened her mouth to come up with another Yiddish term for a body part, but luckily—since her mind was blanking on the word for “chest”—the woman who’d given out the tickets came back with a paper in her hand and waved for them to sit down.

The group of derby girls quieted down in record time. The woman grinned and began to read off a long list of names. Mindy heard Leya Out, Manson Girl, Margaret Splatwood, Sir Blocksalot—and finally, Thin White Duchess. She grinned and looked back to see if Shayna was still sitting there. They were on to the next round!

But Shayna had her hands in her lap, gripping each other tightly, and she was frowning so hard she had lines around her mouth. What was she so upset about?

“If I’ve called your name, congratulations,” the woman said, and Shayna’s shoulders suddenly straightened, her hands falling to her sides. Her eyes widened and she grinned. She hadn’t thought the same thing as Mindy at all—she must have thought the names being called were those being sent home.

Mindy, of course, had had the right idea all along.

“Ah, damn,” Helen sighed, next to her. Mindy turned to see her bending down and starting to unlace her skates. “I would be the only one from Monstrous Regiment not to make it. Good luck in the next round, Mindy.”

Mindy bit her lip, sad to see her friend go. Of course, she hadn’t realized it, but the woman hadn’t called Jane the Ripper. “Next year,” she said, trying to bring Helen’s spirits up.

Helen smiled at her. “Well, I’ll see you in a few days or a few months. Have fun.”

As Helen and the others left, the woman called the rest of them up and organized them into scrimmages. Mindy and Manson Girl were organized onto the same side, with Megan, Leya, and Megan’s friend. “We can take them,” Mindy whispered to Shayna, who snorted again.

But the groups weren’t teams—they were sorted into jam groups of five each and told to play scrimmages against each of the other teams on their side. Mindy was delighted to end up with Shayna again, especially since neither Megan nor Leya was on her small group, and Gayle was on the other side entirely.

They had to pick among themselves who would play jammer and who would be pivot and blockers for each of their two scrimmages, so Mindy spoke up as soon as she got the chance. “I’ve seen Manson Girl play—actually, I played against her—and she’s awesome. She definitely has to be one of the jammers.”

Shayna laughed and looked sideways at her, but didn’t say anything. They quickly agreed among themselves that Shayna would be the jammer for the first jam, with Mindy playing pivot, and a woman called Playing Mantis would be the jammer for their second jam.

Skating the track and the obstacle course had been fun, but getting on the track for a proper jam was even more fun. Shayna looked amazing coming at them on the track—and, more important, she played well, making lead jammer ahead of their opponent.

Mindy thought she acquitted herself well, blocking the opposing jammer for at least thirty seconds. She wasn’t sure she would have done as well against Megan, who was on the opposing jam group, but apparently she wasn’t jammer this time around. Her group might not have been doing so well if Megan had been a real opponent, but Megan wasn’t very practiced as a blocker.

Gayle did fabulously, of course, as did Leya. Mindy couldn’t have been more proud of her team.

“That was awesome,” she told Shayna as they waited for the verdict. She was sweaty all over and couldn’t wait for a shower, but she was happy to have the time to sit and chat. “How did you get so good at roller derby?”

“Practice,” Shayna said, looking at her like she was crazy but then flashing a grin. “How did you?”

“Natural talent, obviously,” Mindy said. “It must be genetic. Maybe my dad was a roller-derby player, because my moms definitely aren’t.”

This time Shayna laughed so hard her breasts bounced, even though it had been obvious during the jam that she was wearing a heavy-duty sports bra. Mindy greatly appreciated the view. She wondered if she could find a way to see it more often.

Finally, the woman who’d been running the practice returned and grinned at all of them. “That was awesome. This is going to be a really hard decision, and thank you for that. We have all of your email addresses from when you registered, so you’re going to get an email with who is on the team. That should be within the next week. We’ll also let those of you who are on the team know when and where practices will be. And those of you who don’t make it—definitely come and try out next year.”

Shayna groaned, leaning back and pressing the heels of her hands to her eyes. “Of course they can’t tell us right now! That would be too easy.”

“I think it’ll be fun,” Mindy said, bouncing in her seat a little. “We get to savor the expectation for a week, and whenever the email comes, it’ll be a great surprise.”

Shayna gave her the side-eye again. “You really are relentlessly happy, aren’t you?”

Mindy grinned at her. “I try.”

“Well, at least someone is looking forward to the wait.” Shayna bent over to unlace her skates.

Mindy joined her. “If you need a distraction to make it go faster, I’m available.”

“Yeah?” Shayna pulled one foot out of her skate and looked at Mindy. “What are you doing on Monday?”

“Halloween?” Mindy’s plans were the same as they were every day and night—if she didn’t have roller derby practice, she was working. Her graphic design business sustained her, but it was a tightrope, and she had to be constantly seeking out new leads, finding new clients, and improving her skills if she ever wanted to make it to the platform at the rope’s end.

Still, it wasn’t every day that a hot Jewish derby girl asked her out. In fact, it had never happened before. And on a holiday, most of her friends at the coworking space were going to be doing their own thing anyway.

“I don’t have any plans.”

“You do now.” Shayna straightened up. “Meet me outside the Walnut-Locust subway station at six and we’ll do something fun.”

Mindy raised her eyebrows, straightening up slowly. “We’re going to party on the subway?”

Shayna grinned and shook her head. “You seem like someone who appreciates a surprise. So I’m going to surprise you.”

“That is true,” Mindy said, unable to help grinning back. “Okay, I’ll be there.” It would mean a bus ride to the subway, but it wasn’t as though she didn’t do that all the time. She’d had to take an even longer trip to get here.

“Great. And don’t forget, it’s Halloween.”

“I don’t think I could ever forget anything you told me,” Mindy said.

Shayna shook her head but didn’t say anything else. She stood, grabbed her bag, and walked out of the building, threading her way through the crowd that, though dwindling, still remained.

Mindy watched Shayna until she couldn’t see her anymore, then laughed to herself. She looked around, wanting to tell one of her teammates about her date, but not a single one was left.

Oh well. They’d all hear about how great it had gone on Tuesday at practice. She grabbed her own bag and headed for the door, practically bouncing on her feet.


Chapter 2




Mindy looked at the clock on her laptop and almost jumped out of her seat. She should have left to get ready for her date with Shayna five minutes ago.

“I have to go,” she said, hurrying to save everything she’d been working on and close her programs down.

Rashee, the only other person left this afternoon at the coworking space, ArriveSpace, leaned back in her chair and grinned up at Mindy. “I can’t believe you have a date!”

Mindy laughed. “I know! It’s been, like, three years.”

Rashee snorted and waved a hand at her. “It hasn’t been that long.”

“Of course not. I’m just joking.” Mindy had been on a few dates since she and her ex, Hannah, had split two years before. None of them had amounted to much, but this one was going to go better. She could just feel it.

If nothing else, she knew she and Shayna had something in common: roller derby.

“So what are you wearing?”

Mindy shrugged. “She wouldn’t tell me what we’re doing, so I figured, jeans and a nice shirt. It’s too cold to wear a dress, and I want it to be practical in case we’re walking a lot.”

Rashee stared at her as though she’d grown a second head. “Jeans? It’s Halloween, Mindy.”

Mindy looked back at her. “You think I should wear a costume?”

“Of course. Why do you think she asked you out on Halloween? If she’s like most people, she has to go to work in the morning, so she would have picked a weekend if she didn’t want to do something special.”

Mindy frowned. Shayna had told her specifically to remember that it was Halloween. “You’re probably right. But why wouldn’t she just tell me to wear a costume, if she wanted me to?”

Rashee shrugged. “Maybe she thought it was obvious. If I was doing something for Halloween, I would think wearing a costume was obvious.” She straightened up and turned back to her computer. “But anyway, I have to get back to work, and you have to get going. Shoo.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mindy said, laughing. She finished shutting down her computer and scurried out the door.

Half an hour later, she was in her apartment, frantically going through her closet for anything she could put together as a costume. She just wasn’t a costume person—she preferred her everyday clothing to be easy and functional, which was why she wore jeans and either a tank top or a long-sleeved T-shirt (depending on the weather) to ArriveSpace every day. Since she was a freelance graphic designer and only had a Skype meeting with clients once a month at the outside, it didn’t matter what she looked like; no one who cared saw her, except…

During roller derby.

Her shirt and vest for derby would work as a costume, right? She wore shorts and fishnets on her legs when skating, because pants were generally pretty impractical, but it was basically a costume already. She wouldn’t look much like David Bowie, the Thin White Duke himself—there was absolutely nothing she could do at short notice about her long, curly dark hair, and she wouldn’t want to—but it still qualified.

If only she had time for some Bowie-style makeup. The white shirt, black vest, and black dress pants would have to do.

After shoving her feet into a pair of sneakers—she still wanted to make sure she was dressed practically enough for whatever Shayna had in mind—she tore out the door, purse in hand. It was a chilly night, but she had a scarf in her purse, and she usually ran pretty warm. As long as Shayna didn’t have them wandering around outdoors, she would be fine.

She almost missed her bus, but running for it warmed her up pretty quickly. None of the other passengers seemed to be ready for Halloween—a little old lady frowned at her, possibly because she was dressed in men’s clothing—but she ignored them all, just getting ready to leap out and rush for the subway the moment she could.

She actually did miss the first train, and she sank down on the bench to wait, taking deep breaths. The subway station was pretty empty; everyone else who was going downtown to celebrate Halloween must be already there.

The next train was an express—so luck was with her after all. She got on in the middle of it and sat by the door as it whined and rattled to the next station.

People arriving on the train were dressed more like she’d expected to see tonight: wild makeup, wild hair, wild costumes. There was a woman in a long black Elvira dress, and a man in a similar dress, but with leopard-print fabric. Two teenagers dressed like the villains from a kids’ anime show sat across from her, chatting and sharing a bag of candy. An older black woman dressed in all pink, with a feather boa thrown around her neck, kept changing seats.

The train seemed to take forever to get to Walnut and Locust, but they did arrive eventually. Almost everyone seemed to be getting off here; Mindy resigned herself to moving with the crowd. She had no idea how she was going to find Shayna in this crush. She wished Shayna had been a little more specific on where to meet—or that they had each other’s phone numbers.

As it turned out, though, Shayna found her. Mindy heard her name shouted and turned to see a small hand waving above the crowd. She pushed toward the crowd, and sure enough, there was Shayna, grinning and waving to her. She was so short that Mindy hadn’t been able to see her through the crowd; on skates, their difference in heights must have been less obvious, because Mindy was only noticing now that Shayna barely reached her chin.

“I thought you were standing me up,” Shayna shouted over the crowd.

“I would never,” Mindy shouted back. “Sorry if I’m late. I almost forgot my costume.”

Shayna looked her up and down and snorted. “You call that a costume?”

“I’m the Thin White Duke. What about you?”

Shayna was dressed all in black, with a heavy silver ankh necklace hanging over her generous breasts. Her eyes were made up with heavy black eyeliner that spiraled out at the corners. Even her lipstick was black, and her usually sleek brown hair was teased and curled in a mass around her head. It didn’t look anything like her usual wholesome, elegant, almost rockabilly style.

Shayna winked. “I’m Death.”

“Oh! Neil Gaiman’s Death?”

“Of course!” Shayna’s grin grew wider. “I thought you were going to say you’d never heard of it. I figured anyone who knew it would recognize the costume right away.”

“It’s been a long time since I read it, but I read a lot of comics. Or I used to, when I had time to read. I’m a graphic designer, so comics are good research.”

“Oh, that sounds cool. You’ll have to tell me all about it, but later.” Shayna grabbed Mindy’s hand.

The touch made Mindy tingle all over, but she wasn’t about to go after Shayna when she still hadn’t told her what the plans were. “Where are we going?”

“Well, that depends. Do you still like surprises?”

Mindy couldn’t help grinning. “Yeah, I do.”

“Then just follow me.” Shayna, still holding onto Mindy’s hand, started to snake her way through the crowd. Mindy stayed hot on her heels, unwilling to let Shayna out of her sight—or let the crowd break their grip on each other.

People seemed to be moving in every direction, but once they got past the street corner, the crowd thinned out a bit. Mindy hadn’t paid attention to which way they were going, and she couldn’t see the street signs, so she had no idea where they were now. Still, she was happy to stick with Shayna.

They ended up at a club she wasn’t familiar with, a small one that didn’t have a line out front. Shayna paid for both of them and dragged Mindy inside.

The song playing was “The Monster Mash”; everywhere Mindy looked, she saw people in costumes, from the macabre zombie to the cheery fairy princess, the elaborate mermaid to the simple, traditional sheet-ghost. “You like to dance, right?” Shayna shouted in Mindy’s ear.

Mindy laughed. “Well, of course I do, but what is this? Some kind of nineties throwback Halloween party?”

“Pretty much,” Shayna said, grinning. “Isn’t it cool?”

Mindy’s expression must have betrayed how uncool she thought it was, because Shayna grabbed her other hand so they had to face each other. “Just give it a chance. If you hate it, we can go do something else.”

“I don’t hate it,” Mindy protested. “It just seems a little cheesy.”

“But that’s half the fun! Come on, let’s dance, or we can go to the bar and get some food. I hear they have eyeballs and brains.”

“What, peeled grapes and spaghetti?”

“Of course! Come on.”

Mindy hadn’t been about to say no. It wasn’t really her style, but she was certainly ready to give it a chance, if only because it meant spending time with Shayna. But the huge grin on Shayna’s face, the bright pink in her cheeks, told her that this was completely Shayna’s thing.

She decided right then that she was going to have fun at this cheesy Halloween club, if she had to force herself to do it.

“Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s dance!” She pulled Shayna toward the dance floor, and, laughing, Shayna jogged alongside her until they found a spot. Mindy couldn’t quite figure out how to dance to the Monster Mash, but luckily, that was over—the song changed to something much more recent that was easier to dance to.

It wasn’t the sort of dance where you held your partner tight and ground together, but that was okay, because Mindy was no good at all at that kind of dance. What she was good at was bopping in place, flinging her arms up in the air, and generally enjoying the beat.

She was also, as she learned, pretty good at watching Shayna dance. Shayna was getting into it just as much as Mindy was, shaking her whole body. Her lower half was all muscle, barely jiggling at all, but her breasts bounced and swayed with the beat, sending a rush of heat between Mindy’s legs.

They danced through the next two songs, until Mindy was so sweaty that her shirt was sticking to her, but she was still having fun. There were a lot of hot girls at the club, but she was pretty sure she was already dancing with the hottest one.

Finally, Shayna said, “I’m thirsty. Let’s go get something, okay?”

“Yeah, of course,” Mindy said, and followed her to the bar.

It had been done up in high cheesy style, too; it covered an entire wall, and the whole length of it had been draped in black fabric, with black ribbon swags over the front. On the wall behind the bar, above the bottles, were red and purple neon signs advertising the various specials of the night—the brains and eyeballs Shayna had mentioned, as well as “monster cookies,” “blood for the vampires (type AB-positive and O-negative),” deviled eggs, and “Sanderson sisters soda.”

Shayna hopped up onto a stool and leaned over the bar. Her cleavage quickly drew a butch bartender dressed as Frankenstein’s monster. “Can my friend and I each get a soda?” she said. “What’s in the blood?”

“Sure thing,” the bartender said as Mindy sat down on the stool next to Shayna. “The AB-positive is beer with a Fireball jello shot, and the O-negative is just beer.”

“Is there any real food?” Mindy asked.

“Just what’s on the menu,” the bartender said, giving her a less-than-friendly look as she turned away to pour the sodas.

“Hungry?” Shayna asked.

“Yeah.” Mindy tried and failed to remember the last thing she’d had to eat. She usually kept snacks in the pantry and fridge at ArriveSpace—had she eaten any of her pretzels or yogurts today? She’d kind of been in the zone.

“Well, get whatever you want,” Shayna said. “It’s on me tonight.” She pointed out another sign that listed what Mindy hoped were more substantial burgers with cutesy names.

“Are you sure?” Mindy said, raising her eyebrows and reaching for her soda. “I have the metabolism of a teenage boy, you know.”

“If you eat me out of house and home, I just won’t see you again,” Shayna deadpanned.

“Ouch. I’ll be careful. Can I have a Munsters Burger, please?”

“There’s cheese on that,” the bartender said, her voice flat.

“Yeah, I figured. Thanks.” Mindy took a long drink of her soda, relieved at how cool and sweet it felt on her parched throat.

“Not exactly kosher,” Shayna teased.

Mindy shrugged. “I only eat kosher around Bubbe, to remind her that we’re not complete screw-ups.”

“I’m kidding. I don’t go out of my way to eat kosher, either. I guess I wouldn’t have taken you to a place like this if I cared.”

Mindy sipped her soda and grinned at Shayna, her heart beating hard. “Maybe next time I’ll take you to a nice Jewish deli and feed you the best kosher food.”

Shayna raised her eyebrows. Her lips were pinched together, as though she were trying to keep from either frowning or smiling. “Next time? Making a lot of assumptions there.”

“I prefer to expect the best in my life, and seeing you again would definitely be the best thing to happen to me.”

When the bartender returned with Mindy’s burger, Shayna ordered a cookie and some eyeballs. The eyeballs were immediately delivered in a bowl, and Shayna popped one of the peeled grapes into her mouth. “How do you know you even want to see me again? We’ve hardly talked.”

“Well, besides the obvious reasons I want to keep looking at you,” Mindy said with a pointed glance toward Shayna’s chest, “you’re clearly the type of person I want to get to know better. You insisted on surprising me even when I kept asking what your plans were, and your idea of a surprise is to take me to a dance club. It might be a dance club that isn’t really my style, but it’s yours, and I can respect that.”

“What if I tell you that going to a dance club is not my usual thing at all, and that I’m just pushing myself out of my comfort zone for the sake of Halloween and a cute girl?”

Mindy felt herself blushing. Was she cute? “I’d say that if you’re willing to go to such lengths to push yourself out of your comfort zone, you’re definitely the kind of girl for me.” Shayna’s cookie finally arrived, and Mindy took the opportunity to chow down on her burger so they could both stop talking for a few minutes.

“All right, I’ll agree to the second date, so we can talk and get to know each other a little better,” Shayna said. “But only if you promise not to actually take me to a Jewish deli.”

Mindy snorted with laughter, delighted Shayna had already agreed to a second date. “Never. I’ll come up with something much better.”

“Be warned, I have high standards, as you can see.” Shayna indicated the club with a sweep of her arm. “I’m really not sure you’ll be able to live up to them.”

“No? Then why agree to a second date?”

“I’m giving you a chance to subvert my expectations. If you can do that, then I’ll know you’re the kind of girl for me.”

“I do like a challenge.” Mindy’s mind was already spinning with ideas for where to take Shayna on their next date—and when it should be. Did Shayna have an ordinary work schedule? Mindy had an around-the-clock work schedule, so it was hard to think of what was a good time of day for a date.

She would just have to propose a time, and if Shayna didn’t like it, suggest an alternative. Or maybe she could actually ask Shayna what she did for a living. Imagine that.

However, before she could say anything else, Shayna was bouncing, bopping in her seat to the song that was playing. Mindy quickly shoved the last of her fries down her throat, wiped her hands off on a napkin, and jumped off her stool. She held her hand out to Shayna. “Come on, let’s dance!”

“Are you sure? You didn’t…” Shayna trailed off as she turned to look at Mindy’s plate, empty but for the pickle spear. “You really do have the metabolism of a teenage boy.”

“Not anymore, alas,” Mindy said. “So I need to go dancing to burn off that burger.”

Shayna laughed, took Mindy’s hand, and practically ran with her back to the dance floor. “Well, you have great timing. I love this song.”

“I figured,” Mindy said, hanging onto her hand as they swung wildly in and out, flinging themselves to the beat. The others on the dance floor were all moving crazily around, so Mindy figured they weren’t going to stand out. If anything was going to make them stand out, actually, it was Mindy’s simple costume—not their dancing.

“What? How did you know?”

“You were dancing in your seat!”

“I was?” Shayna’s eyes widened. “I didn’t think it was so obvious.”

Mindy took advantage of a change in beat to pull Shayna close, pressing their bodies against each other. She whispered in Shayna’s ear, “If someone’s been staring at your chest all day, they notice. Your boobs were bouncing to the beat.”

Shayna gasped, managing to turn it into a giggle, but that just pressed her tits harder against Mindy’s chest, enflaming her lust even further. She wasn’t usually one to sleep with a girl on a first date, but Shayna was testing that habit.

Actually, who was she kidding? Of all the dates she’d been on since she and Hannah split, she’d only slept with half of them, and one or two of those had been on the first date. She didn’t have any habits, good or bad, to break. She was going to do what she liked with Shayna—always assuming, of course, that it was what Shayna liked, too.

A new song came on, the beat switching to a slow one, and Shayna let go of Mindy’s hand. Mindy released her reluctantly, thinking that she was actually turned off by Mindy’s vulgarity, but Shayna lifted her arms and wrapped them around Mindy’s neck, molding her body to Mindy’s.

Mindy licked suddenly dry lips and slid her arms around Shayna’s waist. She might be top-heavy, but she had the curves of a goddess, sliding smoothly from a slim waist to a padded ass. Mindy resisted the urge to squeeze that ass and find out just how padded it was. They were in public.

“If you’ve been paying that much attention to my chest,” Shayna said, “I don’t think you’re just coveting my ankh.” She swayed in place, her hips pushing against Mindy’s thighs with each small movement.

Mindy had to swallow before she could respond. “It’s not real silver anyway. What’s behind it is real.”

“How do you know they’re not fake, too?”

“I don’t care if they’re made of saline, silicone, or flesh,” Mindy said. “They’re part of you, and that makes them real enough for me.” More important, the way they were pressed against her, it was hard to think of anything else right now.

“Mmm, give me all those sexy medical details,” Shayna cooed, pressing herself even closer against Mindy. “You know just how to get a girl hot.”

Mindy snorted, and then they were both laughing, their bodies jiggling against each other—what little jiggle Mindy had to work with, anyway. Shayna slid her hands up the back of Mindy’s neck and into her thick hair, pulling her face down.

They were still laughing when their lips met, but Mindy’s laughter faded quickly. This was too intense, too important, to be funny. Shayna’s lips were hot and wet on her own, and her mouth tasted slightly of chocolate cookie. The little nips she was making, sucking Mindy’s lips between her own, were like electricity down Mindy’s spine.

She gave into temptation and slid her hands downward as they continued to sway together, digging her fingers into Shayna’s ass. The soft flesh gave way just enough to satisfy her before she encountered the hard muscle of roller derby. That reminded her of the way she’d seen Shayna’s legs move during tryouts for the all-star team, and she kissed Shayna harder.

The song changed, and Shayna broke the kiss. She stared into Mindy’s eyes for a moment. Mindy couldn’t look away—Shayna’s brown eyes were so dilated that barely a ring of light brown encircled the pupil, and her face was flushed, her lips swollen.

She let go of Mindy’s head and grabbed her arm instead. “Come on. This way. I’m done dancing.”

Mindy, half in a daze, didn’t question the fact that Shayna was dragging her in the opposite direction from where they’d entered the club. She just figured wherever Shayna wanted to take her was somewhere she wanted to go.

And where Shayna led her was a women’s bathroom at the back of the club. It smelled like stale cigarette smoke and cheap soap, but it was clean, and for the moment, empty. Mindy swallowed. “You seem to know this place better than you let on.”

“They have theme nights,” Shayna explained as she pulled Mindy into a stall. “I like cheesy stuff like that.” She locked the stall door behind them. “But I’ve never actually taken a date to a club. I wasn’t sure how it would go.”

“So that’s the part that was pushing yourself out of your comfort zone?” Mindy asked, her heart racing as Shayna locked the door.

“Yeah.” Shayna pushed Mindy against the wall. “And this is more.”

Shayna was shorter, and Mindy probably had more muscle on her—but she couldn’t have resisted if she wanted to.

And she didn’t want to.

Shayna kissed Mindy again, hands gripping her waist, and Mindy gave back as good as she got. Now that they were in private, she had absolutely no qualms about sliding her hands over those gorgeous breasts that pressed against her, stroking the firm, round curves. She could feel Shayna’s nipples hardening under her hands—she wore a sturdy bra, but it wasn’t enough to disguise that—and ran her palms over the spot again and again until Shayna moaned against her mouth.

Mindy was more turned on than she could ever remember being in her life, even though her ears were anxiously straining for any sound of someone else entering the bathroom. Maybe that was part of it, or maybe it was just Shayna.

Shayna moved her hands to the front of Mindy’s pants and undid the button, letting them fall in a wrinkled heap to the floor, all without taking her mouth off of Mindy’s. Then she slipped one hand down the front of Mindy’s briefs, plunging her fingers into the wet heat there.

Mindy moaned out loud, pulling her mouth away from Shayna’s so she could get a breath. She couldn’t believe this was happening. But the last thing she could possibly want to do was to remove Shayna’s hand from between her thighs.

And then, incredibly, Shayna went down on her knees, pulling Mindy’s underwear with her as she went. “Mm,” she said, a wordless sound of pleasure that sent shivers all through Mindy’s body. “Tattoos.”

Mindy sucked in a breath and looked down at Shayna, grinning. “You like them?”

Shayna reached out with one finger and lightly touched the fountain pen on Mindy’s right hip. The touch just enflamed Mindy more, and she felt her hips twitch, but Shayna ignored it. “That’s right, you said you’re a graphic designer.”

Mindy nodded, but before she could speak, Shayna was lightly tracing the roller skate on Mindy’s left hip. “Just in case I forget where I met you. These are nice.” She looked up, her eyes nearly swallowed now by the darkness of her pupils.

Mindy took in a shaky breath. She was throbbing inside, and all she wanted was for Shayna to touch her some more, but she didn’t dare demand it. “My friend Kristine did them. She’s in Monstrous Regiment with me.”

“Very cool.” Shayna grinned. “I have one like this, too.” She stroked the roller skate again. “Maybe if things go well next time you’ll get to see it.”

“Next time?” Mindy started to ask, but Shayna was already moving her fingers, losing interest in the tattoos and spreading Mindy’s lips instead, finding the wetness there.

Mindy moaned and leaned back against the bathroom wall, her fingers scrabbling for purchase and finding nothing to cling to. She shifted her legs apart to give Shayna better access.

Shayna brought her lips to Mindy’s folds, nuzzling and nipping, burrowing inside. It was all Mindy could do to breathe and hold herself still as Shayna explored her.

Then, the dreaded sound came—the bathroom door creaking open. Mindy froze, but Shayna didn’t. She slipped one finger into Mindy’s opening, wriggling it into the tight, slick space. Mindy let out a high, involuntary cry, unable to hold it back as hard as she tried.

“Oh my god,” someone giggled. The door swung shut again, but not before the voice said, “Let’s find another—”

Shayna didn’t seem bothered at all. Mindy thought she was, tried to be, but Shayna was pushing another finger into her, and she couldn’t think about anything else. 

Then Shayna’s tongue was on her clit, pushing and pulling, massaging the flesh and sending sparks through Mindy’s brain. Mindy had opened up enough that she was thrusting her two fingers in and out with ease, building too much pressure for Mindy to handle.

Her orgasm came with such force that she couldn’t stand on her own anymore. Her arms flailed about, looking for something, anything, to hold onto. They found the coat hook on the inside of the door, and she clung to it, letting it take most of her body weight as she ground helplessly onto Shayna’s face, the pulse-pounding climax going on and on.

Finally spent, she managed to push herself to a normal standing posture again and held her hand out to Shayna. Shayna accepted it and stood, her face shiny with Mindy’s juices.

“Fuck,” Mindy told her, unable to come up with any better compliment.

Shayna licked her lips and smiled. “Yeah, that was fun.”

Mindy tried to grab for Shayna, to pull her closer and return the favor, but Shayna unlocked the door and slipped out. Mindy had no choice but to pull up her pants and follow.

She found Shayna at the sink, washing her hands and using a wet paper towel to clean up her face. Mindy washed her hands as well, watching Shayna the whole time. “So that was out of your comfort zone, huh?”

“Yeah.” Shayna grinned at her. “Wasn’t it out of yours?”

“Absolutely.”

“But it can be fun and healthy to leave your comfort zone once in a while.”

“You’re telling me. So where exactly is your comfort zone?”

Shayna leaned her back against the sink. “I’m giving you a chance to figure that out.”

Mindy stepped into her, pressing against those cushiony breasts, and bent her head to kiss Shayna. Shayna allowed one deep kiss, then pushed Mindy away with a finger on her breastbone. “Not now.”

“Friday night?” Mindy said, picking the closest possible date night that was used by normal humans. She couldn’t go out during roller derby practice, and Wednesday probably didn’t seem like a good time for a date.

And she didn’t really want to sound desperate.

“Okay,” Shayna said.

“Five o’clock? I’ll pick you up from work?”

“No, I work in the mornings. We can meet somewhere accessible by public transportation.”

“Perfect,” Mindy said, but her mind was a complete blank. “I’ll text you when I figure out where we’re going, if I’m allowed to text you.”

Shayna grinned. “Fair enough.” She pulled out her phone, and Mindy managed to untangle her purse from her shoulder so they could swap numbers.

Mindy looked around in paranoia as they left the bathroom, but no one was hanging around waiting to use it, and as they walked past the dance floor, no one stared at them or even seemed to notice them. The loud music was pounding in her head. She was exhausted.

But she wouldn’t have traded a moment of it.

She and Shayna walked back to the subway station together and kissed again before going their separate ways. Mindy promised to text Shayna soon. Shayna promised to be pleasantly surprised.

Mindy got on a subway going north, where she quickly found a seat. She still felt wet, and she thought about Shayna the whole way home.


Chapter 3




Mindy talked to her friends at ArriveSpace about where she should take Shayna for their second date. She got almost more ideas than she knew what to do with, and ended up deciding to take her to one of the fancy vegan restaurants in the same area where they’d been on Halloween. She figured Shayna needed to be surprised, and considering neither of them appeared to be vegan, fancy vegan food would definitely be a surprise.

She texted Shayna, telling her to meet at the same subway station at around five on Friday. Shayna texted back an acknowledgement after a couple of hours, but didn’t continue the conversation. Mindy was disappointed and considered sending a few more texts, but maybe talking that way wouldn’t be as fun. They had plenty of chemistry when they met in real life—why mess with it?

This time she didn’t forget to leave on time, mostly because she’d told all of her friends about her plans and they knew when she needed to leave. Plus, she’d picked out a nice outfit ahead of time. She’d had her dress pants dry-cleaned, and this time she wore them with a button-down, a blazer, and a pair of nice dress shoes with square heels. Other than the heels, it was a pretty masculine outfit, but she liked how she looked in it.

More important, she felt very dressed up. It was very different from her usual T-shirt or the button-down and vest she wore for roller derby. Surely Shayna would be impressed.

She arrived at the subway station with ten minutes to spare, which had been her plan; since Shayna had found her for their first date, she felt it was her obligation to find Shayna this time.

Thankfully, it wasn’t nearly as crowded this afternoon; a fair number of commuters were traveling in both directions, but Mindy could actually see and move easily from place to place. It helped that the sun had not quite set yet.

She had just enough time to start getting nervous before she spotted Shayna’s perfectly coiffed victory rolls appearing from behind a man in a business suit. She dashed over and held out her arm in what she hoped was a chivalrous manner.

Shayna looked at her and grinned, taking her arm, her eyes sparkling. “Oh, you look dressed up. Should I have worn something nicer?”

“You look amazing,” Mindy said honestly. Shayna was wearing high-waisted jeans and a cropped white sweater that just met the jeans at her waist, showing off her delicious curves. Over that, she had a pink trench coat, its belt untied.

“Flatterer.” They took a few steps away from the subway entrance.

“Are you ready for dinner? We have a little bit to walk to the restaurant.”

“Oh, are we eating? You should have told me.” Shayna put her hand to her chest in mock surprise. “I thought this was a run-a-marathon date, so I carbo loaded.”

Mindy snorted and steered her east. “Please, if I wanted an athletic date, I’d just have us visit each other’s derby practices.”

“I don’t think our captains would approve.”

Mindy tried to imagine how Shelly would respond to her bringing a date to a derby practice. She’d probably just work Shayna twice as hard. Though she’d been fine with letting another team visit their practice a few weeks ago. “What, you think sloppy makeouts would distract our teammates?”

Shayna raised her eyebrows. “Sweetie, nothing I do is sloppy.”

Mindy looked her up and down. It was true—despite the subway ride, Shayna had not a hair out of place. “So where do you live?”

“Somewhere not sloppy at all,” Shayna said, glancing out at traffic as they crossed a street.

“Is that a dig at my apartment? Have you been stalking me?”

Shayna looked back up at her and grinned. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”

Mindy stopped at the door of the restaurant and opened it, gesturing Shayna in. “We have arrived.”

“Oh, I’ve been wanting to check this place out,” Shayna said enthusiastically as they walked in.

“I have a reservation for five-thirty,” Mindy told the hostess. “Mindy Wyatt.”

“Certainly! We can seat you right now. Right this way.”

Shayna stared unabashedly around the lovely old building as they followed the hostess. Mindy tried to pretend that she wasn’t staring, too, but she couldn’t help admiring the place.

“Have you been here much before?” Shayna asked as they sat down.

Mindy shook her head. “Never. But you like to be adventurous, right?”

“Well, I can be certain they don’t serve eyeballs and brains here,” Shayna said, opening her menu.

Mindy looked down at her own menu. She had no idea what some of the menu items were. Even the drinks sounded too fancy for her.

She ended up ordering water and a beer and telling the server to bring her something really delicious to eat. Shayna ordered something with mushrooms and a glass of sparkling wine. “You know,” she said as the server left with their menus, “if you’re trying to impress me with your lavish spending, it’s not going to work.”

“No?” Mindy wrinkled her brows. “What if I turn into a prince out of a romance novel? Take you on a jet to go shopping in Paris and buy all the Hermès scarves and, uh, Galloo shoes you could ever want?”

Shayna snorted with laughter. “Are you going for Gucci or Jimmy Choo with that?”

“Whichever.”

“I guess I’m relieved that you at least got Hermès right. But no, that wouldn’t impress me.” She looked down, fiddling with her napkin.

Mindy gave an exaggerated sigh and threw her arms up in the air. “Then what’s a girl to do?”

“Didn’t you say you were a graphic designer?” Shayna smirked. “I’ve never heard of that career choice paying well enough for even one Hermès scarf.”

Mindy grinned and leaned back in her seat. “I could save for one, if that’s what I really wanted. I’m careful with my money and I’ve been putting five dollars a month into my ‘date’ budget. But this place is going to devour the whole thing, so next time it might be the deli after all.”

Shayna gave a delicate shudder. “Anything but that.”

The server came by with their drinks and Mindy took a sip of her beer. It tasted fancy. She liked it, but she wasn’t sure it was worth one beer for the price she’d pay for a six-pack. Watching Shayna smile and wrinkle her nose as she sipped her sparkling wine, though… that was worth all the money she could spend.

She put down her beer. “Why did you say I’m trying to impress you with my lavish spending? There are fancier restaurants in the city.”

“Asking the server to just bring you something? They’ll bring you the most expensive thing on the menu, or concoct something that’s twice that much.”

“You think so?” Mindy thought about the prices she’d already seen on the menu. She was being truthful about her budget, but she thought she could stretch it to spend another twenty or thirty dollars on this meal, including tip. “Well, I’ll be a little hungry this month.”

“You never worry about money?” Shayna leaned forward, resting her chin on the backs of her hands and pursing her lips. Mindy wanted to lean forward and kiss them, but there was a table in the way.

“I wouldn’t say that.” Mindy shrugged. “But I’m not a worrier in general, and I know how my budget is doing. If I didn’t keep careful track, I probably would have dug myself into deeper debt trying to get my business set up.”

“Deeper?”

“Well, to be honest with you, I borrowed money from my parents and my sister Tamar to get started. I mean, it was their idea, and it obviously worked out, but I’m still trying to pay them back. First I need an emergency fund, though.”

“I appreciate your honesty,” Shayna said, looking down to fiddle with her napkin. Maybe Mindy shouldn’t have said anything. “No student loans?”

“No, I scraped through with a combination of parental savings, scholarships, and work. I actually worked in a Jewish bakery for three years.” Mindy wrinkled her nose at the memory. Spending three years smelling fresh-baked bread every single morning would have been heaven for most people, but not Mindy. Everything about the job had been great except for the actual baking. “It was the worst. I couldn’t eat bagels for years—I kept thinking they smelled like sweat. My hair probably still frizzes up spontaneously at the smell of yeast.”

Shayna burst out laughing, looking up at Mindy again. Mindy wasn’t sure that her description of her job had been that hilarious, but she grinned anyway, pleased to have amused Shayna.

“I work at a bakery,” Shayna finally said, taking a sip of her sparkling wine.

“Oh!” Mindy laughed. “How do you keep your hair so sleek?”

“Your bakery was probably more humid than mine. I work at Buttercup Cakery.”

“Ooh, that fancy cupcake bakery by Rittenhouse Square? Totally posh. So why haven’t you made me a cupcake yet?”

“Well, I don’t actually get to bake. Or decorate. I just work the counter.”

The server came with their food, and Mindy thanked her. “Do you like it there?” she asked Shayna, uncertain. Shayna didn’t look too thrilled about working at the city’s cutest, trendiest cupcake bakery.

“Yeah, I guess,” Shayna said with a shrug. “It’s something to do.” She looked down at her food, poking at it with her fork.

Mindy picked up her own fork. She still wasn’t sure what she was eating, other than a lot of vegetables, but it smelled good. “What would you want to do if you didn’t have the job at the bakery?”

“I’m not sure. I haven’t really been able to come up with anything. How did you decide to become a graphic designer?”

The idea of not knowing what you wanted to do with your life was so strange to Mindy that it took her a moment to respond. “Well, I’ve always been interested in art, and I majored in it in college, and it just… was what I always wanted to do. Don’t you have anything you always wanted to do?”

Shayna put a forkful of food in her mouth and frowned, chewing slowly. When she’d swallowed, she said, “Not that I can think of. I mean, when I was a kid I wanted to be an astronaut, but it turns out that involves too much math.”

“You could do it if you wanted to, though.”

“Sure, but I don’t really want to anymore. It was just a childhood dream.”

They were quiet for a few minutes as they worked on their food. Mindy’s medley of vegetables actually was really good—she could taste beets and Brussels sprouts, and there was something meat-like in the mix, too. It wasn’t the most substantial of food, but it tasted great.

“Okay, new topic,” Mindy finally said. “Have I succeeded?”

Shayna looked up at her with a frown. “Succeeded in what?”

“Distracting you from worrying about the all-star team. That’s what this was all about, right?”

Shayna laughed out loud. “I guess you have. I was worried about it yesterday, but not today.”

“What did you think I was going to say?”

“Succeeded in impressing me.”

Mindy shook her head. “You’ve already established that it’s impossible.” She gestured broadly at the restaurant around them. “If this doesn’t do it, I give up.”

Shayna smirked, the corner of her mouth lifting. “I didn’t say that I was impossible to impress. I just said that you couldn’t do it with money.”

“Good thing, too.” Mindy licked her lips. The look in Shayna’s eyes was making her warm between her legs. “What does impress you, then?”

“Brains. Hard work.”

“Oh, I’ve got those in spades.” Mindy sipped her beer, washing down the last of her dinner.

“I can think of other ways you might impress me, too.” Shayna’s voice dropped to a low purr that made Mindy shiver.

“Does this mean I get to see your tattoos?”

“Maybe,” Shayna said, leaning back to drink her sparkling wine. “If you’re impressive enough.”

“So do you want to order dessert, or just abscond to the bathroom?”

Shayna glanced around the room. “I’m not sure this is quite the place…”

“Kidding,” Mindy said quickly. A club bathroom was one thing, where the building was noisy and they were anonymous—they’d probably get caught and kicked out if they tried to have sex at a small, fancy restaurant like this.

“I appreciate you trying to help push my boundaries, but I limit that strictly to once a week,” Shayna said. Mindy was relieved to see her shoulders relaxing.

“I’ll be around next Monday, then.”

“Done with these?” the server asked, approaching their table. “Would you like to order dessert?”

Mindy looked at Shayna, letting her decide. Shayna looked back at Mindy. “Any other ideas?”

“I have Girl Scout cookies in my freezer,” Mindy offered.

“Sold.”

Mindy looked back to the server. “Just the bill, thanks.”

She took the shortest possible glance at the bill before handing over her credit card. She could, and would, pay it off in full, including a good tip, but she hadn’t been kidding when she’d told Shayna that it would wipe out her ‘date’ savings. The next one would have to be cheap.

Assuming Shayna would be willing to go out with her again after seeing her apartment, of course.

The air had grown chilly by the time they left the restaurant—to be expected in November. Shayna belted her trench coat tightly around her waist, and Mindy just held her blazer closed as they hurried for the subway. Luckily, they didn’t have to wait long for the next train, and found a pair of seats next to each other.

Shayna’s breasts bounced with every jerk and lurch of the subway car. Mindy felt that she had never before understood quite how long the subway and bus ride back to her apartment were.




Mindy actually got a little nervous as she unlocked the door to her apartment—it was unlike her to be so worried about what someone would think of her, but she really wanted to keep Shayna around. Her apartment had quite a bit of unusual decor, and she didn’t know how Shayna would feel about it.

But once she’d flipped on the light and locked the door behind them, she turned to find Shayna standing mere inches from her, her head tilted back. Mindy found the sight absolutely irresistible; she bent her head, cupped Shayna’s face in her hands, and kissed her.

Shayna’s lips were hot and sweet, and the sensation of their touch went right to Mindy’s center. Or maybe it went right to her hands, because she found herself untying, unbuttoning, and removing Shayna’s trench coat, all without actually thinking about it.

She tossed the coat on the back of her couch and guided Shayna toward the bedroom. Shayna put up no resistance—she was already breathing hard, her chest heaving and pressing against Mindy’s flesh with every breath.

The touch of Shayna’s curvaceous flesh was getting Mindy even more worked up, so she hurried to rid Shayna of that sweater. Moving into the bedroom, where the light was not on, the pale expanse of Shayna’s cleavage almost seemed to shine in the dim light from the windows.

Mindy wanted nothing more than to plunge her hands into that cleavage, so she sat down on the bed, pulling Shayna down between her legs. Using her height as leverage, she thrust her hands down into the front of Shayna’s bra, getting big handfuls of her tits.

She groaned out loud at the feel of them, the softness, the weight—the big, sensitive nipples rolling under her fingertips. Shayna moaned in response as Mindy tweaked her nipples, letting her head roll back onto Mindy’s shoulder.

Mindy bent her head and kissed Shayna’s neck, squeezing and caressing her breasts as she laid soft kisses up and down the skin. Shayna was panting, her hands gripping Mindy’s knees. When Mindy’s lips reached Shayna’s earlobe, Shayna’s moans went up an octave, so Mindy sucked the whole earlobe into her mouth, pinching Shayna’s nipples at the same time.

Shayna cried out, pressing her whole body back into Mindy’s. “Mindy—please!”

Mindy slid her hands out from under Shayna’s bra, then quickly quickly unhooked it and tossed it aside. Without letting Shayna move, she reached down and undid her jeans, but they wouldn’t come off of Shayna’s hips the way she was sitting.

Mindy stood up and pulled Shayna up with her, admiring the way Shayna’s breasts swayed as she moved. Without the bra to hold them in place, they swung and jiggled even more freely.

Mindy and Shayna worked together to get the jeans off, then the thong Shayna was wearing underneath. Then Mindy pushed her gently onto her back on the bed.

She had to sit back for a moment and admire Shayna’s beautiful skin, the graceful curves of her strong, lithe body. She knew there were muscles hidden there somewhere—she’d seen Shayna on the derby track, after all—but she had just enough fat to cover them that she just looked smooth all over.

Mindy tested this by running her hands up Shayna’s body, starting at the knees. She caressed her smooth thighs, her smooth hips and belly, her smooth breasts, her smooth shoulders. She took just a moment to study Shayna’s tattoos, a roller derby skate on her left side and the word “Always” across her ribs on the right; there would be time to get a proper look at them later. Right now, she needed Shayna’s flesh.

Straddling Shayna’s hips, she bent to the right side of her face and sucked the earlobe into her mouth. At the same time, she reached for Shayna’s breasts and pinched her nipples again. Shayna cried out and writhed, flinging her head to the side as though she was trying to free her ear from Mindy’s grasp, but Mindy held on.

Gasping for breath, Shayna reached up and grabbed Mindy’s collar, forcing her to look her in the face. “Are you going to fuck me or what?” she groaned.

Mindy grinned. “Impatient.” She began to slowly crawl her right hand back down over Shayna’s belly.

“Shit. I must be impatient.” Shayna’s hips bucked as Mindy’s hand came closer, closer. “This isn’t like me…”

“Sorry.” Mindy kissed her lips as she slid her fingers down into the thin, curly hair covering Shayna’s mound.

Shayna whimpered. “I don’t think you’re sorry at all.”

“Well, you did say you were limiting your attempts to push your comfort zone.”

Shayna pushed her hips up toward Mindy again. “I don’t even know where my comfort zone is anymore.”

“Is it here?” Mindy breathed, sliding her fingers into Shayna’s center. She almost moaned at the slickness and heat she found there. No wonder Shayna was impatient.

Shayna’s only response was to grab Mindy’s collar again and kiss her hard while Mindy pushed first two fingers, then three inside her. She lifted her hips, thrusting to match Mindy’s rhythm, her tongue finding its way into Mindy’s mouth.

But Mindy had a plan, and she broke off the kiss, lowering her head to Shayna’s breasts instead. As her fingers located Shayna’s swollen, sensitive clit, her lips found a nipple and sucked it into her mouth. Shayna cried out, her arms flailing, and Mindy would have grinned with triumph if her mouth hadn’t been too busy with Shayna’s breast. Shayna’s sensitive nipples were so much fun.

She kissed and suckled both breasts while working away with her hand, moving faster and faster until Shayna came apart under her, her entire body rippling.

Shayna groaned and rolled onto her side as Mindy withdrew her sticky hand. She shifted herself up onto the bed, putting her arm around Shayna’s waist so they could cuddle a bit.

Shayna nuzzled into Mindy’s shoulder, and her breathing started to calm down as Mindy held her. Once she seemed to be entirely recovered, Mindy bent her head and whispered into her ear, “Shayna schmundie.”

“Oh my god,” Shayna said, rolling away and smacking Mindy’s shoulder with her hand.

“I was looking for the perfect nickname for you,” Mindy said, grinning as Shayna sat up, her sleek hair now a complete mess. She’d just called Shayna ‘pretty vagina’ in Yiddish, which was an absolutely ridiculous thing to say after having sex with her, but how could she resist?

“Don’t you dare call me that in public,” Shayna said, pointing her finger at Mindy before bending down to pick up her clothes.

Mindy sat back on the bed, admiring Shayna as she moved around and bent over. “It really is, though.”

“How can a schmundie be pretty? It’s like calling a schmuck handsome.”

“And if you were a guy, you’d have the handsomest one.” Mindy watched with appreciation as Shayna wriggled back into her thong, then caught her wrist before she could put her bra on, tugging her back toward the bed. “Let me look at your tattoos.”

“Oh, all right.” Shayna’s lips twitched as she sat back down, bending forward slightly. Mindy hadn’t seen the one across her upper back before; it was a realistic skull with a ribbon weaving in and out of the eye sockets, reading ‘Memento mori.’

“That’s cheerful,” Mindy muttered.

“Well, the most cheerful thing I’ve ever done in my life is date you, so get used to it,” Shayna said, lying back so Mindy could see the tattoos on her front.

Mindy resisted the urge to play with her breasts some more, instead bending her head to inspect the skate. “This is a nice one. Who did it?”

“Ellie Trainor down on South.”

Mindy nodded. She didn’t know the tattoo artist world as well as Kristine did, but she recognized the name. “Nice.” She turned her attention to the ‘Always’ tattoo, noticing this time that the ‘A’ looked strange, as though it was some kind of symbol instead of a letter. She traced it with her fingertip, making Shayna squirm. “What is this?”

“It’s a Harry Potter reference. Go ahead, if you want to dump me for being a nerd, I can take it.”

Mindy sat up again, looking Shayna in the face. “I wasn’t aware that we had a serious enough relationship to require dumping.”

Shayna shrugged, making her breasts jiggle. “If we have to officially get together just so you can dump me for being a nerd, I’m fine with that, too.”

Mindy wasn’t sure whether Shayna was joking or not—or if she was joking, about what—so she just bent down and kissed her. “If I did want to dump you, it wouldn’t be for being a nerd.”

“Would it be for being a total slut and going down on you in the bathroom?”

Mindy felt a grin spread across her face. “No, that was awesome. Way more fun than I would have thought. And I would never call you a slut.”

“You’re too nice. What if I wanted to be called a slut?” Shayna reached up with one hand and tangled her fingers in Mindy’s hair.

Mindy kissed her again. “Is that what you want? If it gets you hot, baby, I’ll do anything. Within reason.”

Shayna snorted with laughter and pulled Mindy’s head down to kiss her. “No way. I was just being self-deprecating, honestly.”

“You shouldn’t be self-deprecating,” Mindy chided her, finally giving in again to the urge to caress Shayna’s breasts. “Look at you, you’re absolutely gorgeous. And you’re creative, and sexy, and brave, and intelligent.”

Shayna grinned. “Okay, I like hearing all this stuff. What else am I?”

“Fast and flexible and an amazing jammer.”

“But not as good as Megan.”

Mindy shrugged. “I could be wrong. Maybe you guys would have beaten us even if she’d been playing.”

“Speaking of roller derby.” Shayna sat up, letting go of Mindy’s hair. “Amelia says they’re going to let us know on Sunday whether we got in or not.”

“Yeah? You talk to her a lot?”

“We’re on the same team,” Shayna said, strapping herself into her bra. “You don’t remember her from the match between Monstrous Regiment and the Rittenhouse Rioters?”

“To be honest, you’re the only one I remember.” Mindy got to her feet as Shayna pulled on her pants. “Well, do you want to hang out on Sunday, then? So we can celebrate together when we get the good news?”

Shayna was pulling her sweater over her head, and as her face popped out of the top, she was staring at Mindy. “You cannot possibly be this optimistic all the time.”

Mindy shrugged. “Sure I can. I know I’m awesome, and I know you’re awesome.”

Shayna crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll come over on Sunday if you were telling the truth about those Girl Scout cookies.”

“I am!” Mindy stepped into the doorway of her bedroom. “Do you want some now?”

“No, I’ve had enough dessert, thanks.” Shayna smirked. “Just don’t eat them all by Sunday, or I’ll think you’ve deceived me and I’ll never forgive you.”

“They’ll still be here, I promise.” Mindy stood in the doorway as Shayna headed for the hall so their bodies had to brush past each other.

Shayna sighed, reached out, and let her fingers trail across Mindy’s stomach. “I’ll come around noon, okay? That way we can spend more time together before I have to get up for work.”

“Do you work tomorrow?”

She nodded. “Monday, Tuesday, Friday, and Saturday mornings. The bakery opens at eight.”

“How late do you stay?” Mindy asked. “Maybe I’ll come by and surprise you sometime. But not at eight in the morning.”

Shayna laughed. “Well, maybe I’ll just let you figure that out for yourself.” She headed for the door.

“That’s not fair,” Mindy said, following her. “I could come all the way to the bakery and get nothing for my trouble but a delicious cupcake.”

“You’ll just have to risk it,” Shayna said, grabbing her coat. “Or you could try getting up early in the morning…”

“I’m self-employed, so I don’t have to do that, tomorrow or ever,” Mindy informed her. She unlocked the door. “But you have fun with your early-in-the-morning job.”

“Yeah, rub it in.”

“See you Sunday, shayna schmundie.”

Shayna smacked her in the arm. “I swear, if you ever do say that in public…”

“I promise I won’t,” Mindy said, laughing. She kissed Shayna before letting her go out the door.


Chapter 4




Mindy intended to clean up her apartment for Shayna—she really did. On Saturday morning before derby practice she did all the dishes, and in the evening she put them all away, though by then there were a few more dirty dishes in the sink, and then on Sunday morning there were a few more.

She had planned to dust, and vacuum, and wipe down everything in the bathroom; the apartment and all its fixtures were old, so the bathroom always looked kind of dingy, but it was much nicer when everything was clean.

But on Saturday afternoon she’d come home from derby practice to find a rush job in her inbox. She knew she had no plans until the next day at noon, and the client was offering money over and above her usual rush rates, and when she saw that money all she could think of were her pathetic emergency fund and the money she owed her parents and Tamar.

Plus, almost more important, the job sounded like fun. This client, whom she’d worked with before and was not as unreasonable as some, wanted a mockup movie poster for an indie film. Mindy hoped that she might get to work on the film itself if the funding went through, so she really poured her heart into the design.

Consequently, by Sunday at noon, the design was finished and sent to the client (she’d be able to check their response and make any changes after Shayna left), but Mindy had drunk more cups of coffee than she’d had hours of sleep, and her stomach was rumbling.

But she refused to let Shayna down by canceling or postponing their afternoon, so she made another pot of coffee—”Everyone likes coffee, right?” she asked her reflection in the coffee machine—and threw together a sandwich, which she devoured while waiting for the coffee to brew and Shayna to arrive.

She was just licking the crumbs off her finger when the doorbell rang and she jumped—she’d forgotten how obnoxious the doorbell was.

She hurried to the door and opened it without checking to make sure it was Shayna there, but of course it was, looking cute as ever in another pair of high-waisted jeans, this time with a puff-sleeved blouse tucked into them.

“Hi, Shayna! Come in!” Mindy said enthusiastically, partly to hide her own embarrassment at seeing how nicely dressed Shayna was. It hadn’t even occurred to Mindy to change her clothes, though it should have—she was still wearing the same pajama bottoms and tank top she’d put on when she went to bed, with no bra.

Maybe that would be an advantage if things went well today. But she wasn’t going to count on it.

Shayna looked her up and down and her lip twitched, but she didn’t say anything about Mindy’s clothes. “Is that coffee I smell?”

“Yeah, do you want a cup?” Mindy shut the door and moved toward the small kitchen.

“That would be lovely. It’s been a long day.” Shayna stopped to toss her coat over the back of Mindy’s couch.

“How so?” Mindy chose a Disney mug for herself and—she knew she had a Harry Potter-related mug in here somewhere…

“I went in to do an extra shift at work this morning. They were short-staffed so they had me doing some of the icing on the cupcakes, but they had a lot of criticism. If they’d just take some time to teach me how to do it properly I could help out a lot more. I’ve even offered to come in on my days off, unpaid, but they don’t want to fit me in.”

“Is that what you want to do?” There it was, a stylized Harry Potter head with the lightning scar. She poured coffee into each cup. “Do you want creamer? Sugar?”

“Black, thanks. Yeah, I guess. I don’t know, I…” Shayna sighed and reached for the cup as Mindy handed it to her. Then she looked at the image and burst out laughing. “You’re a Harry Potter nerd, too!”

Mindy grinned. “No, I just collect graphic mugs. I’m not really into Disney but I love the way Tinker Bell looks on this mug.” She showed Shayna the glittery, smirking Tinker Bell. “I thought you might appreciate the Harry Potter one.”

“Well, thanks, Mindy. I do appreciate it.” Shayna rose up on her toes to kiss Mindy on the cheek. “And the coffee. And those Girl Scout cookies…?”

“Do you want any real food first? I have stuff for sandwiches.”

“No, I ate on the way here.”

Mindy slurped up some coffee, then opened her freezer. She had an unopened box of Thin Mints and a half-eaten one of Samoas, so she got them both out and spread them on a tray.

Shayna immediately nabbed a Thin Mint and popped it into her mouth with a sigh. “How do you even have any cookies left? Isn’t cookie season in the winter?”

“February,” Mindy said with a nod. “I just buy a few boxes and keep them in the freezer all year.”

“A few boxes,” Shayna said, shaking her head and stuffing another cookie into her mouth. “I’d need a hundred to keep me stocked up.”

“Wouldn’t you get sick of cookies after a few months?”

“I could never get sick of cookies.” She grabbed another, but took a sip of her coffee before taking a bite. “What a perfect combination.”

“You think so? Chocolate and coffee, sure, but the mint…” Mindy took an experimental nibble of a Thin Mint, then washed it down with a gulp of coffee. “I guess it goes okay.” She picked up a Samoa. “This is a better combination, though.”

“Hmm.” Shayna took a bigger swallow of her coffee, then nabbed a Samoa and took a big bite. As soon as she sipped her coffee, she was nodding. “It’s like a perfect caramel latte, with the touch of coconut—delicious. If any coffee shop ever made drinks like this, I’d be a customer for life.”

“I see next year I’ll have to buy a lot more boxes of cookies to keep you around,” Mindy said with a grin.

Shayna raised her eyebrows. “Is that in the budget?”

Mindy smiled wryly and leaned against the counter. “I do find a way for the important things, but at my current income rate, no. I keep looking for the big job, the client that will pay me what I’m really worth, but…”

“The real world doesn’t work that way,” Shayna finished for her.

Mindy shook her head. “I was going to say, I haven’t found them yet. Or maybe I have.” She remembered the job she’d been up half the night working on. Assuming the client didn’t want more than one revision and she kept getting the same amount of work through November as she had in October and September, then her emergency fund would be half full. The problem with the freelance life, though, was that you couldn’t count on one month being the same as the last. She had that flexibility built into her budget, but it made it hard to plan for the future.

In fact, thinking about that client, she had to resist the urge to rush to her laptop to see whether they’d responded. She wanted to see if she would be doing any more work today, but even if they’d sent back a specific revision request, she couldn’t exactly do it now. How could she explain to Shayna that she was cutting their afternoon short to go back to work?

“Do you really think a perfect client like that is out there?”

“I didn’t say perfect,” Mindy said. “But yeah, I think if there is someone out there who will pay me enough to break me out of the month-to-month cycle I’m in, I’ll find them. I’m constantly putting out feelers, participating in contests, that sort of thing. Everything to find new clients and develop my skills.”

“Constantly?”

“I do something to find new clients every single day, Monday through Friday. I have accountability with my friends at ArriveSpace—that’s the coworking space where I go during the week. They check on me to make sure I’ve done my task for the day, even if I’m busy with other work.”

“Okay, I’m impressed,” Shayna said, setting her coffee cup down on the counter. “That’s real dedication.”

“What, you didn’t think I could really focus on something?” Mindy teased.

Shayna shook her head, her pretty lips serious. “I think it’s admirable. I don’t have anything in my life I’m that dedicated to.”

“Not even roller derby?”

“I don’t practice the way I should.” She shrugged. “I always have ideas for things I should be doing differently—like, I would probably be stronger and faster if I did squats on my own time, joined a gym, or just stopped eating so many sweets.” She picked up another cookie with a grin. “But I don’t have that kind of discipline.”

“You’re already amazing,” Mindy said. “Why bother to work any harder?”

“The all-star team.”

Mindy waved that away. “You’re a fantastic player. You’ll make the team, and we’ll find that out any minute now.”

Shayna smiled. “And what if I do make the team, but because I’m just a little bit slower than I could be if I worked harder, we lose the first game of the tournament?”

“Why worry about something that might not even happen?”

“Because it should motivate me. I should be better at roller derby.”

“But why should you? It’s fun, right? That’s half the point, for me—I spend the rest of my time working, so I need something that’s fun with no pressure to take my mind off of design for a while. And it’s not like derby is a professional sport, so you couldn’t make a living at it.”

“I don’t think I’d want to,” Shayna said, then sighed, picking crumbs out of the plastic tray the Samoas were in. “It is fun. I just think it would be more fun if I were better.” She tossed the crumbs into her mouth and straightened. “Why would you try out for the all-star team if you want no pressure? Surely that’s more pressure than anything else could be, trying to represent the entire city at the tournament.”

“I never thought of it that way. It just seemed like the fun thing to do at the time.” Mindy was saved by having to think about that any more by a loud trill coming from her computer—she still had the volume turned up from the loud music she’d been listening to last night while she worked—reminding her of her client again. It was probably them, so maybe she should just take a quick peek at it…

“Was that your phone?” Shayna asked, looking around.

“My laptop,” Mindy said. “It’s my email alert.”

Shayna’s eyes widened and she licked her fingers before rushing into the living room. Mindy followed her curiously and saw her digging into the pocket of her pink trench coat. She pulled out a smartphone and started swiping at the screen.

She sighed. “I don’t have any new emails.”

“It’s probably my client,” Mindy said.

Shayna looked up at her and flapped her hand. “Go check it anyway! It could be roller derby—maybe you got in and I didn’t.”

“That’s just crazy talk,” Mindy said, but she was happy for the excuse to sit down on the couch and check her email. It was indeed a response from her client, and she gave in to the urge to open it and see what they had to say. Great work, was the first line, making her glow, though it was followed up by a couple of small change requests and one bigger, vaguer one. They wanted it to look less feminine but more romantic. How would she go about…

“Mindy?” Shayna was leaning on the back of the couch, looking down at her. “Did you get in?”

Mindy shook her head and quickly went back to her inbox. She could think about the client request later. “It was my client. I haven’t gotten anything from derby.”

Shayna sighed and came around the couch to sit next to Mindy. “Can I see what you’re working on? I’m curious now.”

“Sure!” Mindy changed windows to show Shayna the mock movie poster. It showed three line-art silhouettes, all faceless. Maybe it was the flower in one person’s hair that made it look feminine. But that had been a specific request, and flowers were romantic, weren’t they?

Oh, the curl of hair in front of one person’s shoulder. That could definitely go. Either it should be straight hair instead, or it should be shorter—that would be less feminine. She saved a new version, her keyboard shortcut making it effortless, and started erasing.

“Mindy? What are you doing?”

“Oh!” She’d forgotten Shayna was there. How could she do something so idiotic? She dragged her hands away from the keyboard. “The client wanted some revisions. I was just working on them. Sorry, I see work and immediately my mind goes into work gear.”

“Wow.” Shayna was staring at her.

Mindy looked away, embarrassed. “What can I say? I do what I love.”

“No, I mean, that’s awesome. You’re lucky to be able to do that.”

She nodded. “I know. On many levels, I know I’m lucky.”

Before they could say anything else, Mindy’s laptop trilled again. They both jumped. As Mindy tabbed to her email, Shayna grabbed her phone again. “I have an email,” she said in a strangled voice.

Mindy had a new email, too, and it wasn’t from her client. The subject line read SISTERLY LOVE ALL-STARS NEWS.

She turned and grinned over her shoulder at Shayna. “Want to open it at the same time and see the good news?”

“I don’t think it’s good news,” Shayna said.

“Of course it is! Come on, are you ready?”

Shayna took a deep breath, opened her mouth, and then closed it again. Finally she said, “Okay, let’s do it.”

Mindy double-clicked on the email to open it.

Hi ladies,

You were all so awesome on the derby track! Believe us when we say it was incredibly difficult to pick our top fourteen for the team. Philadelphia has amazing derby talent, and we can all be proud of that.

We’re sorry it took so long for this email to come out—that’s how long it took us to make our final decisions. Unfortunately, this is the email going to those of you who didn’t make the final cut.

Keep working hard and playing even harder, and we hope you’ll all be back for next year’s tryouts!

Love,

Faith and Kendall

Mindy let out a shaky breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding. Her stomach felt as though a large rock had been dropped into it.

They hadn’t made it onto the team. Well, she hadn’t. She turned to look at Shayna, who was still staring at her phone. Was she reading the email, or had she already finished it and was unable to take it in? There were spots of pink on both her cheeks. They were extremely attractive, but Mindy wasn’t about to say that to her if they weren’t spots of happiness.

They probably were, though. She was blushing because of how great the coaches thought she was. Obviously she was too good a player to be left out. Mindy had probably just been bumped because Shayna was on the team.

She gave it a few more moments, swallowing hard and waiting for Shayna to react, then elbowed her gently. “Hey, how about it? Did you make it?”

Shayna finally looked up. “No. They rejected me. I knew it. But you made it?”

Disappointed, Mindy shook her head. “Nope. Didn’t make the final cut. At our level, though, they were probably just rolling dice for each of us. They had to pick somebody so they could start practicing, and we just got the wrong roll.”

Shayna sat back on the couch and shook her head. “How can you say that? There were so many good players on the track, we probably weren’t even in the running. We have to work a lot harder if we’re going to have any chance of making it next year.”

“Why assume it’s our fault? We’re both really good players.”

“Why assume it’s just up to chance, and that we can’t do anything to help ourselves?” Shayna countered.

Mindy shook her head. “Why don’t you ask Amelia how they chose?”

“If she knows, she won’t tell me.” Shayna looked back at her phone. “I bet she’s on the team, though. I could ask her… but what if she didn’t make it? I don’t want to bug her and make her as depressed as I am.”

“I’ll call my teammates and see if they made it,” Mindy said. She had to get up and hunt for her phone. Shayna stayed silent on the couch while she did, and she called Gayle as she walked back to the couch, but it went straight to voicemail. She frowned and tried Megan, but she didn’t answer, either. Leya didn’t give out her number, and Helen hadn’t made it to the second round of tryouts.

She could call Shelly, the team captain, who might have heard from one of the others… but that was silly, when they would have practice on Tuesday, and she would find out who had made it onto the all-star team by just seeing who didn’t show up. By then Shelly would definitely have the news.

“No answers,” she told Shayna. “I guess Megan and Gayle are celebrating.”

“Or they’re so depressed that they didn’t make it that they’re ignoring all phone calls and hiding from the world,” Shayna pointed out. She stood up and grabbed her trench coat from the back of the couch. “I guess I’ll head home.”

Mindy jumped up, ignoring the part of her that said that when Shayna was gone, she could get back to work on her project with no guilt. She took Shayna’s free hand before she could start putting the coat on. “Hey, just because we didn’t get in doesn’t mean we have to stop hanging out. Why don’t you stick around? We can go out to dinner or something.”

Shayna raised her eyebrows. “Can you afford to take me out to dinner? I thought you used up your date budget.”

Mindy grinned. “You’re right about that. Okay, we can have dinner in, but when this client pays me, I’ll treat you to something really nice.”

“Do you think you’re going to keep wanting to see me then?”

“Hell yeah, I will,” Mindy said, squeezing Shayna’s hand. “I like you a lot, and I don’t see any reason to stop seeing you. Not when we’ve just found out we have plenty of time in between derby practices to date more.”

Shayna laughed. “Okay, how about we see each other in the afternoon sometime this week? I’m not great at staying out late, not when I have to be up for work four mornings a week.”

“Afternoons work,” Mindy said. “You sure you won’t stay for now?”

“Nah.” Shayna gently released her hand and shrugged on her coat. “I need to go home and eat my feelings about missing out on the all-star team.”

“There are some cookies left,” Mindy pointed out.

“These are more ice cream feelings. Do you have ice cream?”

Mindy shook her head in disappointment. “I guess I can let you leave, then.”

Shayna grinned, then stood on her tiptoes to kiss Mindy on the lips. “Soon enough I’ll be hanging around so much that you’ll get sick of me.”

“I could never get sick of you.” She walked with Shayna to the door.

“Then I’ll get sick of you,” Shayna said. “But until then, I’ll text you, okay?”

“Text is good,” Mindy said. “Or call. Or email.”

“You’re starting to sound desperate,” Shayna said. She was standing in the hallway. Mindy knew she should let her leave, but she didn’t want her to go. Maybe she was a little desperate.

“Fine,” she said. “Go, eat your ice cream, text me, whatever. As long as I hear from you, I don’t care how you contact me.”

“If you never hear from me again, that’ll be because I decided I don’t like you,” Shayna said. “And you’ll just have to live in disappointment.”

Mindy shook her head, grinning. “I don’t care what else happens. We’ll see each other again on the derby track.”

“Okay. I guess that’s true. Well, until we meet again, whether it’s because I texted you or because the Rioters are beating the Monsters.” And with that, Shayna waved and disappeared down the hallway.

Mindy watched her until she was gone. She didn’t know if she could handle having a girl who would tease her that way, saying she might not contact her again.

But she didn’t think she could handle the other option, which would be cutting off Shayna herself. So she would just have to live with the uncertainty.

And in the meantime, she could get back to work.


Chapter 5




Mindy’s head buzzed without focusing. She was at ArriveSpace, working on one of her daily tasks, trying to reach out to new clients, by going on a site she alway enjoyed where designers competed to be chosen for a project by creating a design to particular specifications.

It was a lot of work for not very much money—since she was far from guaranteed to be chosen and even on the infrequent (but improving) number of times that she was chosen, it was less than a hundred dollars for what might end up being several hours’ work—but Mindy usually loved it. She needed the stretch to her skills, and it was a great way to meet new clients. In fact, it was how she had connected to her favorite client, the one she’d done the movie poster for over the weekend.

That job had gone very well. After Shayna left, Mindy had gone back to it, and returned the revisions to the client within the hour. They had pronounced it perfect and had promised payment by the end of the week. Mindy would have appreciated prompter payment, of course, but that was usually a pipe dream, and this client hadn’t stiffed her yet.

Today’s competition design was not going so well. Mindy had picked something she thought would be interesting and challenging, an idea she thought she could focus on… and yet all she had so far was a few scribbles.

She sighed and rested her chin in her hands. The movement drew her eyes to the clock in the corner of the screen. It was almost time to leave for roller derby.

She immediately jumped up, saved the scribbles she’d done, and closed up her laptop. Roller derby was what she needed. She loved her job, and she focused on it as much as possible, but even Mindy knew that her brain needed a break sometimes. That was exactly her problem today.

“Off to derby practice?” Dena asked her, looking up from the desk she shared with her brother Alex as Mindy packed her things into her derby bag.

“It must be Tuesday,” Alex commented.

“It sure is,” Mindy said. “Today I get to find out which of my teammates made it onto the all-star team.”

“Will you miss them?” Dena asked.

Mindy shrugged. “Sure, but they won’t be gone long, and I’m excited for them. Besides, the tournament is going to be awesome!”

She headed out of the building, saying goodbye to all her friends, and grabbed her coat before heading out to meet the bus. She frowned up at the gray skies as she went. She wasn’t a fan of November, stuck as it was in a dull space between the warm brightness of summer and the cheerfulness of the winter holidays. At least she had derby to get her through it.

The bus took her almost to the space where they practiced derby, but before she’d walked the couple of blocks, it had begun to rain. She ran the last few yards, clutching her bag protectively to her chest—there was a lot of important equipment in it, and she didn’t want the pieces banging around in there and injuring each other.

She saw a few cars already parked in the lot, so some of her teammates had driven. Maybe she could beg a ride home from one of them if it was still raining when they left.

Shelly, Tara, Lisa, and Christy were already there. “Hey,” Mindy greeted them, giving Shelly a hug. “So how many team members are we down?”

“Three,” Shelly said proudly. “Gayle, Megan, and Leya all made it onto the Sisterly Love All-Stars.”

“That’s awesome!” Mindy put her bag in a locker, puller out her derby clothes—her laptop was fine—and began to change.

“They won’t be at our practices, will they?” Christy asked.

“No, they have to practice with the all-star team every day. The tournament is just over a month away; they have to really be ready.”

“Our practice is going to be really quiet,” Mindy said, waving at Kristine, then Tiffany, as they came in.

“Don’t think that means I’m going to go easy on you.” Shelly grinned, looking around at all of them. “I’m about to whip you into shape. Next year the all-star team will be all Monsters.”

“Woo!” Mindy cheered, but she was the only one. A few others laughed, but everyone was chatting and getting changed. Mindy shoved her feet into her skates and got them laced up.

Helen was the last to arrive, looking downcast, but she brightened when she saw Mindy. “Hey, you didn’t make it either. I’m not the only one.”

“Nope.” Mindy grinned and shrugged. “Which just proves my point that they had to pick randomly, in the end. If you and I didn’t make it on, they were just making sure they could fill out a team.” So she’d been having that conversation with Shayna, not anyone on the team—that was fine. They got the idea.

Helen snorted. “Yeah, sure. Thanks for the ego boost.”

“Next year we’ll do better.” She rolled her feet back and forth impatiently, waiting for everyone to be ready so they could get on the track.

“Okay, everybody, listen up,” Shelly called when everyone was dressed and almost all of them had their skates on. “We’re going to do some fun stuff, all right? But we’re also going to work hard, because our three best players are gone for a couple of months, and we want to totally impress them when they come back.”

Mindy cheered again. This time a few people joined her.

“Mindy, Helen, do you want to lead a practice?”

“What, me?” Mindy laughed.

“No way,” Helen said, shaking her head emphatically. “I’m a follower, Shelly, you know me.”

“I mean it,” Shelly said, looking at both of them. “You two were the other ones Amelia spoke to. You obviously have something.”

“Let me think about it,” Mindy said. “Not today.” She couldn’t reject the offer the way Helen had, but she wasn’t sure it was something she wanted to do, either. Lead a practice? Tell other people what to do? That sounded like a lot more thinking than she wanted to do during roller derby. Half the reason she did this was to get out of her own head for a little while.

“No problem,” Shelly said. “All right, ladies, let’s practice some speed. Come on.” She led them out onto the track and divided them into two groups, five at one line, five at another, with Shelly on the line behind the second group.

“Speed laps!” she called from behind them. “Five times around the track, as fast as you can. And, go!”

Mindy took off, laughing with exhilaration as the wind of her speed flung her hair back over her shoulders. This was so much fun.




True to her word, Shelly worked them hard during that evening’s practice. Mindy skated fast, slow, and backward; she jumped cones, mats, and Tara; she blocked her teammates again and again. It was a wonderful time.

When she got home, she showered all the sweat off and immediately dived back into her competition design. Roller derby had been the break she needed, and apparently shaken something loose in her brain, because she completed what she thought was some of her best work less than an hour after getting back to it.

She submitted it to the site, went to the kitchen for a snack, and went back to her laptop deciding to work on a personal project—just something fun and different to add to her personal portfolio. It had been a few years since figure drawing class in college, so she went to a website for some figure drawing practice. It was after midnight by the time she’d tired herself out enough to go to bed.

In the morning an annoying buzzing sound awakened her. It was a phone alert.. She pulled her extra pillow over her head to block out the sound, intending to go right back to sleep, but in the time it took to do that, she woke up just enough to realize that the alert might be Shayna.

Groaning, Mindy rolled over so she could reach for her phone and drag it to her face. She swiped it open and read the text, squinting in the dim light of morning. It was Shayna. Want to hang out this afternoon?

Sure, Mindy was typing back before she’d even finished reading the text. Where?

She was half hoping that Shayna would invite her to her own apartment, since she didn’t even know where it was and Shayna had now been to Mindy’s place twice, but the text that came back was, Your place?

Well, Mindy wasn’t going to turn down an opportunity to see Shayna, even if the location wasn’t quite what she’d hoped for. Anyway, that meant she didn’t have to get up anytime soon.

Though she would need to get some work done before Shayna got there.

Sounds good. What time will you be here?

Noon-ish.

I’ll be awake, Mindy texted back, but that was all she could promise.

With the plans made, she rolled over and went back to sleep.


Chapter 6




Mindy managed to wake up, get dressed, and check her email before Shayna arrived at her apartment, but that was about it. Her mind was still fuzzy with sleep and her muscles ached.

When she heard the doorbell ring, she yawned and walked over to open it, realizing that her stomach was rumbling. “Hey,” she said as she opened the door to Shayna, adorable as usual in another cropped sweater that just met the high waist of her jeans. “Want something to eat?”

Shayna raised her eyebrows as she stepped inside. “This is the second time you’ve tried to feed me while I’m at your apartment. Are you trying to fatten me up?”

Mindy shook her head and shut the door behind Shayna. “Just trying to be polite. I’m going to eat, and I figured as long as I’m making my own breakfast, I can make something for you, too. That way you don’t have to sit around and watch me eat.” She felt off-balance—last night’s derby practice had been harder on her than she’d realized. Maybe she should have been more like Helen and Tiffany, who had held back when they felt like they’d pushed themselves enough… but then she wouldn’t have had as much fun.

“You haven’t had breakfast yet? Mindy, it’s lunchtime.” Shayna put her purse on the table next to the couch and pulled out her phone. “Okay, it’s ten to twelve.”

“I don’t judge your life.” Mindy went into the kitchen and started looking for something to put together quickly. “I was up late, okay?”

“Doing what?”

“Working.”

Shayna sighed and looked around, draping her coat over her arm. “Is there somewhere better I can stick my coat than on the back of your couch? I notice you don’t have coats hanging around all over the place.”

“Closet,” Mindy said, pointing to the corner of the living room. “I don’t really have extra hangers, but there should be space, at least.” She turned back to the fridge and got out some eggs.

As she cracked the eggs into a frying pan, she could hear Shayna open the closet door. “I’ll just hang it here over your gold lamé bodysuit, shall I?” she called.

Mindy grinned. She didn’t own any such thing as a gold lamé bodysuit. “What’s mine is yours, babe. If it makes you feel better, you can get changed into the gold lamé bodysuit. I’m sure it’s more comfortable than what you’re wearing.”

The closet door shut, and Shayna came into the kitchen as Mindy put two pieces of bread in the toaster. “I don’t actually know what lamé is,” she confessed.

“Oh, good, because neither do I,” Mindy said. She checked on the eggs and turned so she could see Shayna, who was leaning with her hands and lower back against the counter, looking delectable. “I just know that it’s tacky, which means it might be something I would wear.”

“Certainly not something I would wear,” Shayna said, raising her eyebrows. “I always thought your style was pretty classy, actually. I love the button-down for roller derby.”

“You know that’s just to look like Bowie, right? The Thin White Duke?”

“I figured,” Shayna said with a nod. “But that’s cool, too. Most girls just use their names as silly puns. I mean, look at me, I use Manson Girl but I dress for the totally wrong era.”

“But it suits you so well,” Mindy said, sketching an hourglass figure with her hands before turning to make sure her eggs cooked correctly. “Anyway, what would you wear to look like the sixties? You could put flowers in your hair.”

Shayna hummed a bar of the song. “I like it. Kind of twisted. If you are going to San Francisco, be sure to put some flowers in your hair, and then get addicted to drugs and dragged into Charles Manson’s cult and kill people.”

Mindy laughed. “Okay, I didn’t mean it like that, but if it amuses you, I’m all for it.”

She felt warmth against her back—Shayna was standing right behind her suddenly. “You don’t find my dark obsession with murderers disturbing?”

Mindy turned off the stove and turned, pulling Shayna against her. “If you’re obsessed with murderers, I haven’t noticed it. Then again, I don’t think I’ve mentioned Bowie once to you, and I’m pretty obsessed with him.”

“Hmm.” Shayna tilted her head up toward Mindy, her hands on Mindy’s hips. “Actually, you have. You dressed as him for Halloween, right?”

“That’s right.” The toast popped up, and Mindy leaned forward to press a kiss to Shayna’s lips before turning to put her breakfast together. “And you didn’t dress up as Charles Manson, so I guess my obsession is stronger than yours.”

“I did dress up as the personification of Death.”

“And it was kind of hot.” Mindy flipped her eggs and toast onto a plate and spread one piece of toast thinly with jelly.

“Only kind of hot?” Shayna grinned, stepping out of the way and looking around the kitchen. “You don’t have any chairs in here.”

“It’s just me,” Mindy said, heading for the couch. “I usually eat at my desk while working, but since you’re here, I can be friendly and sit on the couch. You actually didn’t want anything to eat, right? You never answered my question.”

“I guess I didn’t.” Shayna followed Mindy out to the living room, but, instead of sitting with her on the couch, she continued walking around the room, looking at the small pieces of art on Mindy’s walls and the books and decor on her bookshelf. “But no, I don’t want anything right now, thanks. I may raid your cookie stash later.”

“Go for it.” Mindy cut and ate her food efficiently as she watched Shayna move around the room, as interested in what caught her attention as in the movement of her curves.

Shayna stopped to read almost all of the spines of Mindy’s books, but seemed even more interested in a small, framed art print she had on a shelf on its own. She picked it up to look more closely at it. “What’s this?”

“A friend of mine from college did that. It’s called Woman Alone.” The print showed a woman, half in shadow, standing in a doorway in a dark room. It was eerie, but had always attracted Mindy.

“I like it.” Shayna put it back in place carefully, then stood with her hands on her hips, looking around the room. “I like your apartment. It’s very you.”

“Well, thank you.” Mindy grinned and leaned back in her seat. “I’ve lived here for a while and, well, I think I have excellent taste. I’m glad to hear that something that makes you think ‘Mindy’ is also something you like.”

Shayna smiled. “Did you doubt it?” She walked over to the couch.

“I don’t know,” Mindy teased. “You keep dodging the question of whether you want to be my girlfriend.”

“You haven’t asked that question.” She sat down next to Mindy, leaning on her shoulder.

“Haven’t I?”

Shayna grinned up at Mindy. “Not directly.”

“No hinting with you, huh?” Mindy put her arm around Shayna and pulled her close. “All right, here goes. Do you want to be my girlfriend?”

“Sure.”

“Well, that was easy. Jeez, if I’d known it was that easy all throughout high school, I might even be married by now.” Mindy’s tone was light, but her heart was fluttering. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but… well, she hadn’t had much luck in the last few years, and Shayna had already seen her at her worst: messy and mumbling in the morning, unable to pull herself away from work in the evening.

“Okay, that’s going a little far.” Shayna snuggled in close, the curve of her spine meeting the curve of Mindy’s side.

“Oh, you don’t want to get married? You should have said something earlier. I’ve got everything all set up—the rabbi, the cake, invitations sent to your parents…”

Shayna snorted and smacked Mindy’s knee. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“What, cake? I know you take it seriously. I’m sorry, darling. I should have ordered from Buttercup Cakery. Well, scrap that wedding, we’ll do better on the next one.”

“That’s better. I knew I could count on you.”

Mindy hugged her close and kissed the top of her head. She shifted position, lifting her legs onto the couch and turning so that she was facing Shayna and could see her face from above… and, not coincidentally, her breasts. She arranged herself into a cross-legged position and pulled Shayna gently back against her chest. “Is that comfortable?”

“Yeah, it is. Are you?”

“Yeah, sure. I have the arm of the couch behind me.” Her muscles were still sore, so she knew she might not be able to keep the exact position forever, but it really was nice to have Shayna lying back against her like this. “And in seriousness, I’ll avoid any subject you don’t want jokes on, so was it the rabbi, the invitations, or the whole idea of weddings?”

Shayna smirked, raising her eyes to look at Mindy above her. “I can take what you dish out, unless it involves either of us talking to my parents.”

“No parents. Got it. My parents are great, by the way. We can meet them whenever you want.”

“Hmm, let’s wait on that a bit. I don’t want to be the sexy lesbian corrupting their little girl.”

Mindy snorted. “First of all, I may be the youngest but I’m no little girl. Second of all, my older sister is both gay and trans, so if they weren’t upset with her, they won’t be upset with me. Third of all, my parents are lesbians and if anything, they’re disappointed in Tamar for being straight.”

Shayna was laughing through all of that. “I forgot, you did mention that. Now I’m afraid I’ll be too boring and conservative for them.”

“They’ll adore you, as long as you don’t break my heart.” Mindy slid her hand down from Shayna’s shoulder and over her breast.

Shayna lightly slapped her hand away. “Don’t grope me and talk about your parents at the same time.”

“Okay.” Mindy bent her head forward to kiss Shayna’s ear, and replaced the hand on her breast. “I’ll just grope you, then.”

“Mmm.” Shayna let her head fall back against Mindy’s shoulder. Mindy entertained herself running her hand up, over, and around Shayna’s lovely breasts, but all too soon, Shayna sighed and sat up again. “Actually, I wanted to talk about something.”

“That’s serious.” Mindy frowned.

“Oh, it’s not that serious.” Shayna leaned forward, stretching, then grabbed the back of the couch to help herself turn around. She ended up sitting cross-legged facing Mindy, their knees just touching. “It’s about roller derby, actually.”

“Oh?” Mindy raised her eyebrows. “Are you afraid next time your team plays mine you’ll get crushed now that we have Megan back?”

Shayna rolled her eyes. “Would you quit going on about Megan?”

There was real irritation in her voice, and Mindy was immediately contrite. “Sorry. I guess I just missed her while she was out on injury. What did you want to talk about?”

“I want to get better at it,” Shayna said. “I was upset to not make it onto the all-star team, but I got over it, because I realized I wasn’t working as hard as I should have. If I practiced harder, I might have made it onto the team.”

“You’re amazing,” Mindy said. “It’s just—”

Shayna cut her off with a wave of her hand. “Yeah, there were a lot of amazing players there that day. But I’m sure Megan, for example, practices harder than me.” She narrowed her eyes at Mindy when she mentioned Megan. Mindy pursed her lips primly and said nothing.

Shayna waited a moment, then continued, though her lips twitched into a tiny smile. “My point is, I need to practice harder if I want to make it onto the all-star team, next year, and so do you. I think it would be a lot more fun if we practiced together. What do you think?”

Mindy stared at her. “I think you’re crazy.”

Shayna grinned. “In a good way, I hope.”

Mindy shook her head, then got off the couch. Her sore muscles were complaining at her, and she needed to stretch. As she reached up to the ceiling, she said, “Shelly is already working us really hard in practice. I don’t think I need any more.” She dropped her arms, then added, “Isn’t your captain working you hard?”

“Sure, but it’s not enough.” Shayna turned so she was facing Mindy again, sitting the normal way on the couch. “I need to get better than everyone else on my team, too.”

Mindy bent, reaching to touch her toes, then got on the floor for some seated stretches. “Look at me, I’m so sore from yesterday. I’ll hurt myself if I don’t stretch. Believe me, this is plenty of practice. If you want to practice more, I’m all for it, but I don’t want to join you.”

“Oh, come on,” Shayna said. “Are you really worried about overworking your muscles? You’re sore today, but the more you work out, the more you’ll get used to it.”

“I’m okay, really,” Mindy said. She sat up. “Thanks for asking, but I just don’t want to practice more. It’s not a priority for me.”

Shayna shook her head and crossed her arms over her chest. “You keep talking about how you think you’ll do better next year, but you’re not willing to put in the work?”

Mindy was starting to actually get annoyed with Shayna. She took a deep breath. “I love derby, but it’s not really top priority in my life. I have my job, you know?”

Shayna sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Yeah, I guess. Can’t you practice when you’re not working?”

Mindy climbed off the floor and sat on the couch next to Shayna, putting her arm around her shoulders. “I already do, Shayna. If I’m not working, I’m playing roller derby.”

Shayna looked up at her with a frown. “That sounds like a good way to burn out.”

“It’s working for me right now. One of the reasons I love derby is that it lets me turn my brain off for a while. It’s physical enough to exhaust me without making me miserable, and it lets me show off my wild side a little. Better than sitting in a chair for twelve hours a day, anyway.” Mindy grinned.

“We’ve had several dates now and you definitely aren’t playing roller derby or working. Well, most of the time.”

Mindy squeezed her shoulders. “You’re worth it.”

“If I’m practicing extra, that’s going to be almost every day,” Shayna pointed out. “You won’t be able to see me as much.”

“Sure I will,” Mindy said. “My schedule is totally flexible. I can hang out with you after you’re done practicing and help you relax.” She slid her hand down Shayna’s arm to her elbow, then to her waist. “You know, massages and stuff. Bubble baths.”

“Bubble baths are gross.”

“Whatever helps you relax,” Mindy said, nuzzling her ear. “Won’t I be good at that?”

“Yeah, I guess so,” Shayna said, turning her head to capture Mindy’s lips with her own. “But I want you to come practice with me. I’m disappointed.”

“I’m sorry,” Mindy said, and she meant it. She felt a little sick at the way she seemed to be letting Shayna down, actually. But she just couldn’t bring herself to give up any more time working than she already had. She loved her work, and she would love it even more when she wasn’t in debt to her parents and her sister. “You know me, I just like to hope for the best. I don’t want to get all gross and sweaty doing all that work.”

Shayna laughed. “You just like getting all gross and sweaty doing other things?”

“You read my mind.” Mindy slid her hand under the hem of Shayna’s sweater. “Now, I seem to remember some groping being interrupted.”


Chapter 7




Mindy went back to roller-derby practice the next day for another strained, punishing workout. It was as fun as always, but her exhaustion at the end got her thinking. Or maybe it was Shayna who’d gotten her thinking. Either way, she told Shelly at Saturday’s practice that she did want to lead one, but she needed some time to plan. They settled on the next Tuesday, the last practice they would have before Thanksgiving, when most of the girls on the team would be traveling so they wouldn’t have a practice anyway.

She hadn’t seen Shayna since Wednesday, so she invited her over with a mysterious text on Sunday. At least, she hoped it was mysterious. It was possible Shayna would think it was just a booty call.

That was okay. Mindy hoped they would have sex, too. Actually, they probably would, considering they hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other since that first date. Mindy knew she was incredibly lucky to have a girlfriend as hot as Shayna, and she intended to enjoy every minute of it.

Shayna showed up later than their planned time on Sunday afternoon, dressed—unusually for her—in sweatpants and a hoodie under her nice coat. Her hair was tied back in a simple ponytail, missing its victory rolls. “Sorry I’m late,” she said when Mindy opened the door.

“Hey, I’m not mad. You okay, babe?” Mindy shut the door behind Shayna, then pulled her close. “You’re all schlubby today. Not that it isn’t hot.”

Shayna grinned and raised her eyebrows. “If I’d known you were into schlubby, I wouldn’t have worn my fanciest bra.”

“Ooh, really? Let me see.” Mindy went to lift the hem of Shayna’s hoodie, and Shayna batted her away, laughing.

“No, I’m kidding. I just came from derby practice. I figured if you didn’t have any other plans, you could relax me like you promised.”

“I did have other plans,” Mindy said, eyeing her up and down, “but there’s no reason we can’t do both. You want a massage?” She wiggled her fingers.

“I figured by a massage you meant sex.”

“I did. But I can do a massage, too.” She lowered her hands to Shayna’s shoulders and pressed her fingertips into her trapezius, where Mindy herself was always tight—though that was probably from hunching over a computer all hours of the day and night.

“Oh, wow.” Shayna closed her eyes. “That feels good.”

“Let’s sit down on the couch and I’ll do this properly.” She led her unprotesting girlfriend to the couch, sat down with her legs wide, and pulled Shayna down to sit between her thighs.

Once they were settled, she went to work, pressing and massaging Shayna’s trapezius, neck, and shoulders. “I didn’t even know I was so sore,” Shayna said, leaning into the massage.

“Your legs are probably worse if you’ve been practicing,” Mindy said. “And your butt. I definitely need to massage your butt.”

Shayna laughed. “Yeah, so that’s your excuse.”

Mindy crawled her hands down Shayna’s back, using her knuckles to press anywhere she felt tight muscle. “I don’t need excuses.”

“No, you don’t,” Shayna agreed easily, bending forward so Mindy could reach more of her back.

“I’m so glad you agree.” Mindy slipped the ends of her fingers under the waist of Shayna’s sweatpants, running them over the skin of her ass, what little she could reach. She lowered her head to kiss the back of Shayna’s neck, laying wet kisses just under her hairline.

“Hey,” Shayna complained, “you haven’t finished my massage.”

“I’m getting there.” Mindy slid her hands up under Shayna’s hoodie, found that she was wearing a tank top underneath, and pulled the hoodie off, tossing it onto the floor. She caressed Shayna’s skin under the tank top, then slid her hands to her bra. “Hey, this isn’t fancy at all.”

“I was joking,” Shayna said, a hitch in her breath. “I don’t have any fancy bras. Regular ones are expensive enough.”

“Hmm, I see.” Mindy squeezed Shayna’s breasts. She couldn’t even fit them in her hands. “You must need some pretty serious feats of engineering to contain these magnificent mountains.”

“Mountains, really?”

“What, that’s not sexy to you?”

“Maybe you’d be sexier if you shut up.”

Mindy squeezed again, darting her tongue forward to lick the back of Shayna’s ear. “I don’t think you believe that.”

Shayna made an inarticulate noise, bracing her hands on Mindy’s knees as she shifted, leaning back more against Mindy. “It would be a fun experiment.”

“I prefer to stick with what we know for sure, which is that you definitely find me sexy.” Mindy slid her hand down over Shayna’s soft belly, under her sweatpants again. It was much easier to reach down the front than the back. Her hand roamed over the tops of Shayna’s thighs and over her crotch, lightly stroking the soft fabric of her underwear.

Shayna was breathing hard now, her breasts rising and falling in Mindy’s vision. “Arrogance is such a turn-off.”

“As I recall, what you like is specific medical details. I should have said the feats of engineering contain these magnificent mammaries, and that you have a very beautiful vulva.” She continued to tease Shayna’s mound while, with her other hand, she reached up and unhooked her bra. Shayna’s skin, under the tight fabric, was still damp with sweat.

“Why do you always have to… oh…” Shayna’s voice trailed off into a moan as Mindy pushed her fingers between Shayna’s folds, swiftly finding and circling her clitoris. Shayna’s shoulders pressed backward, into Mindy, as she shoved her hips forward.

“You were saying?” Mindy asked as she squeezed Shayna’s nipple and caressed her clitoris, but Shayna was beyond speaking, her mouth slightly open as she panted for breath, her hands squeezing Mindy’s knees.

It wasn’t long before Shayna’s orgasm was squeezing a high-pitched cry out of her. Mindy kept her hands working until Shayna collapsed, boneless, against her. She pulled her hands away slowly, feeling quite pleased with herself.

“Okay,” she said, patting Shayna’s thigh. “Now lay on your stomach.”

Shayna lifted her head and twisted her upper body to look at Mindy, her eyes heavy-lidded. “What are you going to do to me this time?”

“I do not renege on my massage promises.” Mindy slid out from behind Shayna and helped her arrange herself on the couch, head pillowed on her folded arms. She looked just as delicious from behind as she did from the front, her ass, thighs, and calves coming up in gentle curves from the orange couch cushions.

Mindy knelt between Shayna’s legs and ran her fingers over Shayna’s ass, pressing gently until she found spots that didn’t easily give, then dug her thumbs into them. Shayna let out a muffled cry, burying her face in the couch.

Mindy pulled her thumbs back. “Did that hurt?”

“Yes, but in a good way.” Shayna lifted her head and shook it. “Keep going.”

Mindy pressed her thumbs into the tense spots again, rewarded with a quieter but still intense moan. She kneaded all of the tension out of Shayna’s ass, then moved down to her thighs, and finally her calves. When she thought she was finished, she climbed off the couch and sat down at the level of Shayna’s head. “How was that?”

Shayna just mumbled something in response, her head still pillowed on her arms.

Mindy laughed. “I didn’t catch that, but if you wanted to take a nap, feel free to go for it.”

Shayna mumbled again, then lifted her head with an obvious effort. “No, you invited me over for a reason, and it wasn’t just to lay me down on your couch and turn me into jelly. Plus, I’m hoping for more Girl Scout cookies.”

Mindy grinned. “Let me help you up, then, and I will give you cookies and tell you about my idea.”

“You know how to get me interested.” Shayna pushed herself up to a seated position, and Mindy helped her the rest of the way to her feet. Ignoring Shayna’s grumbles about having to do her bra back up, she led the way to the kitchen and brought out the cookies. Shayna was still adjusting her breasts, which was a delightful process to watch, so Mindy waited until her hands were free before holding a cookie out to her.

Shayna stuffed the cookie into her mouth. “This isn’t a meet-the-parents idea, is it?” she said around the cookie.

“No, though they do want to meet you.”

“You’ve mentioned me?”

“Sure, I was talking to them the other day. We chat a couple of times a week. They like to know how I’m doing, especially with work.”

“Do they not live nearby?” Shayna said, swallowing the cookie.

Mindy smirked. “They’re not that far, but I’ll tell you a secret—I am much more willing to sit on a bus for half an hour when it’s not going to visit my family.”

Shayna laughed. “So maybe you understand something of my pain.”

“So here’s the thing that I thought you’d be interested in helping me with.” Mindy leaned against the counter. “Shelly wants me to lead a practice, and I’ve decided I might as well give it a try. But I want it to be fun, I don’t just want it to be even more hard work than Shelly usually gives us. Not that roller-derby practice isn’t always fun, but you know what I mean?”

“I think so,” Shayna said. “You want it to be more silly than challenging.”

“Yeah!” Mindy said with a grin. “But there has to be some element of challenge, too. Otherwise everyone will get bored. I thought you might be able to help me come up with ideas.”

Shayna grinned and reached for another cookie. “That does sound like fun. Something like a roller-derby drinking game.”

Mindy raised her eyebrows. “There’s something. I know Shelly wouldn’t let us drink on the track, though.”

“Well, yeah, but…” Shayna grabbed the box of cookies. “Come on, let’s go sit down so you can write everything down as we work on it.”

“Oh, yeah, okay.” Mindy followed Shayna out of the kitchen and took a detour to her desk to grab her laptop. She opened the note she’d started with her drill ideas, sitting down next to Shayna on the couch.

“Musical chairs?” Shayna read on her list, raising her eyebrows.

“Yeah, it’s kind of childish, but I have to start somewhere. Like, we use the benches as chairs, and the last person to get to the bench when the music stops is out.”

“What do people do when they’re out?”

“Sit there and be bored, I guess.”

“And you can’t be on the track, because someone has to decide when to cut off the music.”

Mindy frowned. “You’re right, that does sound boring. Maybe I’ll suggest it to Shelly. She doesn’t seem to mind being off the track to watch us practice.”

“For the drinking game,” Shayna said, grabbing another cookie, “I was thinking instead of drinking, you have to do some kind of exercise. Like a jump every time one thing happens and a controlled fall every time something else happens. You could play a political rally or a news show or something.”

“Ugh,” Mindy said. “I could play a movie. Well, we don’t have a projector, so a soundtrack.”

“Or some songs,” Shayna said, nodding. “Maybe mix it up a little. Like, for the first song you do crossovers on certain words, and for the second song you switch skating directions on certain phrases, that sort of thing.”

“I like it.” Mindy leaned forward a little to write down Shayna’s idea. “I just hope everyone else doesn’t hate my musical taste.”

“If they do, you can always just mock them for having poor taste.”

“I would never do that!”

Shayna laughed. “You have bad taste in mockery, then. What’s this idea?” She pointed to the next thing Mindy had written down, which was ‘zombie tag.’

“I found that one online,” Mindy said. “You have one person on the team start with a star on her head, and she has a bunch more of them.” Jammers wore helmet covers with stars in roller-derby games; they always had several helmet covers lying around. “She tries to tag people, and whoever she tags becomes a zombie and puts a star on. When you run out, the people who haven’t been turned into zombies can be zombie hunters, and when they tag the zombies, they fall down and become obstacles.”

“Oh, I like that,” Shayna said. “I never thought you would pick something so dark. Death and dismemberment and everything.”

“There’s no dismemberment,” Mindy laughed. “And no one is really dead! I thought the nurses on the team might like that, though. And Lisa, she was a Marine.”

“I’m sure she’ll love being reminded of all the dead people she had to deal with then,” Shayna said.

Mindy frowned. “Do you think so? Maybe we could call it something else.”

Shayna nudged Mindy’s arm. “I’m just teasing. Zombie tag is perfect, since zombies don’t really exist. What else do you have?”

“Simon Says,” Mindy said. “I’m not exactly sure how it would work, it just seems like one of those kids’ games that would be perfect on the track.”

“That one’s easy,” Shayna said. “You can alternate through people to call it, though you probably have to go first. Just tell people Simon says skate, Simon says stop, Simon says skate backward, do a jump, and everyone who does a jump is out. When you only have four or five people left on the track, that’s when you pick somebody to call next, otherwise it could stretch on forever.”

Mindy frantically typed out everything Shayna had said. “That’s perfect. I knew you’d be good at this.”

“Yeah, I’m good at this because I’ve been working on my roller derby,” Shayna said. “I’ve been looking up drills for me to do on my own. I might suggest one or two of these to Lindsey, our captain, actually. It could be fun to end practices with something silly and relaxing. I don’t know about a whole practice for silly.”

“Yeah, Shelly may not have known what she was getting into when she told me to lead a practice. She probably just felt bad for me and Helen, not making it onto the all-star team. But it’s cool.”

“Is Helen leading a practice, too?”

Mindy shook her head. “She refused. It might be good for her, to build up her confidence, but maybe her confidence just isn’t high enough to start.”

“You could probably use a dose of that lower confidence.”

Mindy snorted and grinned at Shayna. “No chance. I need all the confidence I can get to keep me going in my work.”

“I guess so. How’s that going?”

“Pretty well. I’ve already made my bare minimum for the month, which is good, especially with the holidays coming up, but I should be able to sock a little more away in savings if I can get another couple of jobs this month.”

“Don’t you do Black Friday sales or anything?”

“No, that doesn’t really make sense. I’m performing a service, and it’s individual to each client. There’s nothing to put on sale.” She looked sideways at Shayna. “Does the cupcake shop do Black Friday sales?”

“If only. It’s not even open on Friday. I plan to burrow in my apartment and hide from the crowds.”

“Oh, I might go shopping with my sister Abigail.” She put her arm around Shayna’s shoulders. “If you’re not doing anything with your family for Thanksgiving, want to come to my parents’ house? It’s pretty low-key, we just eat ourselves into a coma and then get up at five AM to go hit the sales.”

Shayna leaned against Mindy. “Mindy, I adore you, but there is nothing on earth that will entice me to brave the Black Friday sales. And I really don’t think Thanksgiving is the right time to meet your family.”

“Really? They’d be delighted.” Mindy shook her a little, trying to show her how excited she was. “I know they all want to get to know you.”

Shayna frowned. “This sounds like a scheme to get me in so deep with your family that I’ll never get out. They’ll probably act like we’ve announced our engagement if we come to a holiday dinner together.”

“What, you don’t want to announce our engagement?” Mindy teased, but inside her stomach twisted. She really liked Shayna, and she wanted this to last. But Shayna had to be so cynical about everything, sometimes it seemed like it was hard to find common ground.

“Anyway, do you think you have enough for the practice?”

Mindy tore her eyes reluctantly away from Shayna and looked at her screen. “Drinking game, zombie tag, Simon Says. That seems like plenty, really. Each of those could last a few hours.”

Shayna pulled herself upright, dislodging Mindy’s arm from her shoulders, and nodded. “Maybe start out with Simon Says, then zombie tag, and save the drinking game for last if you have more time. You’ll have to pick out a few songs and load them on your phone or something, so you can hook them up to speakers. Do you have speakers?”

“Yeah, we’ll just use the ones for the games. I know how to hook up to them.”

“And you should have a list of things to use—ideas for both Simon Says and the drinking game.”

“Right, crossovers, switch directions… toe stops, we can practice different types of toe stops. Do a jump. What else?”

“Do a fall.”

“Oh, good one. A fall and stay down, a fall and roll and get back up.” Mindy typed up all the ideas.

“Stuff with the legs.”

“Oh, we could do lunges, lift one leg… I’ll have right leg and left leg as options.”

“Front and back.”

“Perfect. That seems like enough now, I think.”

“Yeah, plus you don’t have to be in charge for the whole thing, at least not Simon Says. I’m sure some of your teammates will have some fun ideas. When I get home, I’ll listen to my skating music and see if I can come up with some fun one with repetition for the drinking game.”

Mindy bent over and kissed the top of Shayna’s head. “You’re so sweet. Thanks for helping me out with this.”

“I only did it for the massage and the Girl Scout cookies,” Shayna said with a grin. She reached for another cookie.

“What, the sex counts for nothing?”

“Oh, that’s just a bonus.” With a cookie in her mouth, Shayna reached over and patted Mindy’s thigh. “I’m glad you’re not turned off by me being schlubby and sweaty.”

“Are you kidding?” Mindy wrapped her arm around Shayna’s narrow waist and squeezed. “You’re even sexier when you’re more like a real person.”

Shayna covered her mouth and swallowed. “Are you saying I’m a fake person when my makeup and hair are done and I’m wearing nice clothes?”

“You’re like a sexy Barbie.”

“A short, Jewish Barbie.”

“Like I said, sexy.” Mindy squeezed her breast. “And much softer than a Barbie.”

“Do you really not like it when I’m dressed nicely? I enjoy the way I dress.”

The hurt in Shayna’s voice brought Mindy’s teasing up short. “What? No, babe. Shayna maidele.” She kissed Shayna on her temple. “I think you’re absolutely gorgeous either way. But with sweats on and all, you just seem a little more relaxed. I like you better when you aren’t all tense.”

Shayna grimaced, making a face. “I guess I am trying a little too hard.”

“No, you’re trying the perfect amount, if it makes you happy.” Mindy guided Shayna’s face toward her and kissed her lips. “Like I said, you’re gorgeous when you’re dressed up. But you’re gorgeous like this, too. It just might not be a beauty other people can see, so it’s all mine.”

“Your own personal Barbie?” Shayna smirked.

“I always used to undress my Barbies when I was a kid. Toss their clothes all over the place.” Mindy kept a straight face, running her hand down the inside of Shayna’s thigh. “It would be fun to do that with you.”

Shayna pursed her lips and raised her eyebrows. “Barbies are just featureless plastic under all those clothes.”

Mindy got to her feet and reached out for Shayna’s hands. “Well, let’s make sure that you don’t turn into plastic when I’m not checking.”

Smiling just a little, Shayna allowed Mindy to pull her to her feet and lead her to the bedroom.


Chapter 8




“Okay, everybody, listen up,” Shelly called, getting the team to order as she usually did at the beginning of a practice. “Today we’re going to have a fun challenge. Mindy is leading a practice! Mindy, over to you.”

“I don’t need to tell you guys anything,” Mindy said, grinning at the slightly diminished team. “Just get on the track, and we’ll get started.”

“How many laps?” Kristine asked.

“Oh, uh, no laps,” Mindy said, a little thrown. She hadn’t thought of starting her practice the same way Shelly started hers. Should she do it, just to make sure everything felt a little bit the same? No, it was too late now. “Just get on the track and scatter yourselves around. I’ll have the megaphone so you should all be able to hear me, but you might need space between you.”

Shelly raised her eyebrows, but she didn’t say anything. She was the first to head out to the track, and the rest of the team followed her at a trickle. Mindy watched them all pass, wishing she’d been the first to skate out there, but now she had to make sure everyone else went first. How did Shelly handle the responsibility of leading the practice every time?

Helen was the last to leave the locker room, but she gave Mindy a thumbs-up. Mindy grinned and followed her out to the track, grabbing the megaphone on the way.

“Okay,” she said into the megaphone, causing some static feedback. A few girls winced. She moved her mouth a little further away from the mouthpiece and tried again. “Does anyone here not know how to play Simon Says?”

There were a few groans, but no one said they didn’t. “This should be easy, then,” Mindy continued. “Just start skating!”

No one moved. She grinned. This might be a challenge. “Good job. Simon says start skating.”

They all started off, some moving slowly, others more quickly. Mindy let them get about a lap done before she said into the megaphone, “Simon says skate backwards!”

The switch was a little choppy, and a couple people almost fell, but everyone obeyed the order. Mindy switched them again after a few seconds, then gave the first real Simon-less instruction.

Three girls were out, and she sent them to the bench. After a few more rounds, she’d narrowed it down to four on the track. Kristine was one of those remaining, so Mindy singled her out to be the next Simon. She had everyone else get back on the track and joined them.

Now it was getting to be fun, though Kristine looked confused, staring down at the megaphone. Maybe Mindy should have warned them what she was planning to do? Well, they’d pick it up. It wasn’t as though it was complicated.

Kristine gave a few instructions, but seemed to be having trouble remembering to give them something without Simon at the beginning of it. That was, until Mindy started skating as fast as she could and realized that meant she was out. Laughing, she skated for the benches, giving Kristine a high five on the way.

But she quickly discovered that waiting on the benches during the practice was even worse than being benched or in the penalty box during a match, because not much was happening on the track, and she didn’t know how long she would have to wait. During a game, she wouldn’t have to wait more than a few jams, and she was always watching the track, seeing how her friends and the opponents were skating. She could watch the others try to obey the instructions, or remember not to obey them, but that just wasn’t as exciting.

Kristine passed the megaphone on to Tara, who gave the team a bit more of a challenge and consequently had most people out much quicker. She passed it on to Shelly, who refused it and passed it directly on to Lisa, who, predictably, had them doing ridiculously challenging exercises, like pushups. Mindy’s noodle arms couldn’t sustain those.

As she passed Lisa, she told her to bring the megaphone back when she was done. She’d give them a break, then play zombie tag, and the “drinking game” if they still had time when they were done.

Zombie tag ended up filling the rest of the practice time; it was fun, but it was also disorganized, especially at first, and she had to keep explaining the rules. Lisa did seem to like it and get it more quickly than the others, so she helped out, but it wasn’t until the last twenty minutes or so that the team really got into it.

As their time at the track came to and end, Mindy was happy to turn over the megaphone to Shelly. “Your symbol of office. I’m not going to be taking this back anytime soon.”

Shelly smiled ironically as she took it. “No? You don’t want to learn to be a team captain?”

Mindy shook her head firmly. “I hate to say it, but I don’t think it went that well.” The women on the team were usually physically dragging, but mentally energized, after a practice—they would talk and laugh and go over their tactics out loud. Tonight everyone was a little quieter than usual, and she saw some legs moving restlessly.

“It went fine,” Shelly said. “It was certainly fun.”

“Yeah.” Mindy sat down on the bench in the locker room and started to unlace her skates. “I know you want to keep my morale up, Shelly, but it’s hard to puncture this cheer.” She gave Shelly a falsely manic smile. “What aren’t you saying?”

Shelly laughed and sat down. “I’m glossing over the fact that it wasn’t much of a workout. And what with skipping Thanksgiving, and maybe Saturday’s practice too, we’re all going to be out of practice on Tuesday. I’ve been trying to whip you guys into better shape for next year’s tournament, so I hope you haven’t undone all my hard work.”

Mindy groaned. “Shayna keeps talking about that, too. I think we’re in fine shape. We keep winning most of our games, don’t we?”

“Sure, but can we be certain that’s not because of a few star players? If we played the Bottoms-Up Babes without Gayle, Megan, and Leya on the team, would we still win?”

Mindy, remembering Shayna’s complaint about Mindy bragging about Megan, stayed silent, pulling her skates off and starting to change back into her street clothes.

Luckily, Shelly didn’t push her on the question. “So who’s Shayna?”

Mindy grinned. “My girlfriend.”

“What?” A hard shove came on Mindy’s shoulder, and she finished pulling her shirt on and turned around to see Kristine, hands on her hips, grinning. “I knew it had been a while since I’d hung out with you. Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Didn’t I?” Mindy tried to remember whether she’d talked about Shayna at all during practice, but maybe not. She’d only had those two formal dates with Shayna, so she hadn’t had to avoid making plans… not that she’d made plans with anybody for a while. She hadn’t bothered. “I guess I’ve been kind of focused.”

“That’s great, Mindy,” Shelly said. “Where did you meet?”

“Oh, at the tournament tryouts. You remember her from the Rittenhouse Rioters. She’s Manson Girl.”

“I do remember her,” Kristine said, nodding. “Great player. She didn’t make it onto the all-star team?”

“Nope, but she’s determined to do it next year. She’s been doing extra practice.”

“Good for her,” Tiffany said, obviously listening in. “I know I should work harder if I want to be competitive.”

“Ugh, competition.” Mindy threw up her hands. “Can’t we just have fun playing roller derby?”

“It is fun,” Shelly said, raising her eyebrows. “But it’s more fun when we win, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, that’s true. Bragging rights and all.” Mindy sighed. She wished they would stop talking about the all-star team and working harder. She couldn’t be perfect at everything, and she already worked hard enough in her life. Making the tournament team would just have to be a dream for the future. The far future.

“It’s cool, Mindy,” Shelly said, standing up and patting her on the shoulder. “I have some ideas to really get everyone into shape. I’m not sure if I’ll start in on them next week or wait until the others are back from the tournament, though. Not long now. Is everyone going to come up for it?”

“I can’t get off for the Saturday games, but I’ll try to get train tickets for the one on Sunday, if they make it that far,” Tiffany said.

Mindy turned back to her locker, half-listening to the conversation about plans to go up to the all-star tournament in New York. She would have to talk to Shayna and see if she wanted to go see it. But that might just be frustrating, because Shayna would want to talk the whole time about how they could make it if they worked harder…

“See you guys,” she said when her bag was packed. She wasn’t sure if everyone heard her, but Shelly gave her a one-armed hug and let her go. Mindy walked outside to the bus alone.


Chapter 9




Mindy hopped off the train and immediately turned to offer her hand to Shayna. Shayna grinned, taking it, but didn’t lean on her at all as she stepped onto the platform. “You’re so gallant.”

“Thanks,” Mindy snorted, tugging her out of the way so Tara could get out of the train, too.

Tara cursed and wrapped her arms around herself, shivering. “It’s way too cold up here.”

“I’m sure it’ll be warm enough at the tournament,” Mindy said, looking around. “Hot and sweaty, in fact.” It was cold—but then, it was December, and they were in upstate New York. Kristine would be there any minute (she hoped) to pick the three of them up and take them to the hotel, from which they could walk to the track where the all-star tournament was being held.

The last match of the all-star tournament, in fact. Mindy was riding high with excitement, even though she hadn’t been involved in the matches at all. Watching the games last weekend had been incredible—so much talent, strength, and raw sex appeal on the track.

Shayna hadn’t been there with them, though, so it could have been a lot more fun.

The Sisterly Love All-Stars had actually made it to the final match-up, which was simultaneously obvious and astonishing to her. Not only was it her hometown team, three of her own teammates were on it! They’d made it all the way to the top, and this afternoon, they might win. And Mindy had almost been on that team.

Shayna sighed and leaned into Mindy’s side. “I wish I’d been able to get off last weekend. I should have been up here to cheer on the Cherry Blossom Cherry Bombs. I didn’t think to look it up until later, but some of the girls I used to skate with were on that team.”

“You’re from DC?” Tara said.

Shayna nodded. “I grew up there. My parents are both corporate lawyers.”

Mindy put her arm around Shayna, staying quiet to hide her own surprise. She’d known that Shayna had gone to Georgetown and started playing roller derby while she was there, but she hadn’t realized that she’d grown up in the city. Obviously, Shayna hadn’t hidden it from her on purpose—if she’d wanted to hide the information, she wouldn’t have just blurted it out to Tara—but it still made Mindy wonder what else she didn’t know about Shayna.

They needed to spend more time together, and in different contexts. They hung out a couple of times a week, and they had plenty of sex, but ever since those first two dates (and Mindy was not about to repeat the dates, since she didn’t have the money to spend), it had pretty much all been in Mindy’s apartment. And she didn’t have the time to invite Shayna over every day, not and still make a living.

It would be easier if they lived closer together, but Shayna lived a bus and subway ride away. She didn’t seem to mind making the trip so often, but Mindy knew she ought to reciprocate. Or she should just get Shayna to spend the night. Then they would have a lot more time together.

That still wasn’t different enough, though. She thought meeting her family would draw Shayna out a little more—at least her parents would have different questions for Shayna, the ones they asked Mindy on Skype but that she’d never thought to bring up with Shayna, and that evaporated from her mind by the sight of that sexy little figure. They would definitely have to meet. After the tournament.

Finally, Mindy saw a dented blue Volvo pull into the train station’s parking lot. She lifted the arm that wasn’t holding Shayna and waved, then started forward, but Tara’s long legs were already propelling her at speeds rivaled only by skates on a derby track toward the car.

Tara flung herself into the front seat beside a grinning Kristine and slammed the door. Mindy and Shayna followed a little more slowly and snuggled into the back seat. Tara was already complaining about the cold again.

“How was the train up?” Kristine asked. “Everyone buckled?”

Mindy buckled her seatbelt. “Ready to go. It was fine, it wasn’t super crowded or anything.”

“I liked it,” Tara said. “It was nice and leisurely. I could see the countryside, you know?”

“Yeah?” Kristine pulled out onto the street and accelerated. “You want to take the train back down, leave me a little more space in my car?”

“No thanks,” Tara said. “Then I’d have to go out in the cold again.”

“Thanks for the rides, Kristine,” Shayna said.

“Don’t mention it, Manson Girl,” Kristine said with a wink. She’d agreed to pick the three of them up at the train station and then drive them back to Philly on Sunday. They would have all ridden up together, except that Kristine was the only one willing to take the afternoon off to drive up on Friday, and she didn’t want to wait for them on Saturday morning. As a tattoo artist, she had a very flexible schedule, and obviously had a more flexible budget than Mindy, to be able to take extra time off.

Though Mindy’s motivations had been more along the lines of wanting to spend more time with Shayna.

Once at the hotel, they found the rest of Monstrous Regiment—minus, of course, the three players who’d made it onto the Sisterly Love All-Stars, and Shelly, who was probably giving them one of her trademark pep talks—and headed over to the tournament together. Mindy was following them to find seats together when Shayna grabbed her arm.

“Look, there’s Glenna and Robyn,” she said. “Let’s go say hi.”

Mindy, of course, had no idea who she was pointing at, but she wasn’t about to say no. She followed Shayna without a protest.

“Glenna!” Shayna called. A woman with dishwater-blonde curls turned, grinned, and tugged on the arm of a redhead next to her, who also turned. Within moments, they were shrieking and exchanging hugs with Shayna.

“Mindy,” Shayna said when they had let go of one another, “Glenna and Robyn were on my old team in DC. Guys, this is my girlfriend, Mindy.”

Glenna grinned and held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Mindy.”

“Did she drag you along, or are you a fellow derby enthusiast?” Robyn asked. She had an accent Mindy couldn’t quite place—something European, not too strong.

Glenna’s grip was strong as she and Mindy shook hands. “Derby girl, definitely.”

Mindy laughed and shook Robyn’s hand as well. “Guilty as charged. Three of my teammates are in the Sisterly Love All-Stars.”

“And two of mine,” Shayna added.

“Oh, that’s brilliant,” Robyn said. “Good luck to them, then. I wasn’t sure who to root for, since we got knocked out in the first round and never played either of them.”

“Are you on the DC all-star team?” Mindy asked. She knew it was totally absurd, but she felt jealous of these tall, beautiful women. Not only did they obviously know Shayna well, in a way that made her comfortable with them, but they were good enough roller-derby players to make it onto an all-star team.

Not that Mindy wasn’t just as good as they were, most likely. After all, the DC team had obviously not done as well in the tournament as the Philly team, so maybe someone who hadn’t quite made it onto the Philadelphia team was on the same level as someone who hadn’t quite brought their team to the top two.

Robyn and Glenna raised their fists, brought them together, and then pulled them apart, extending their fingers as they did, in a mime of an explosion. “Cherry Blossom Cherry Bombs,” Glenna said. “That’s our hand sign. Maybe we should have spent less time practicing hand signs and more time practicing blocks.”

“But you still made it to the tournament,” Shayna said. “I mean, I know you were out in the first round, but that’s better than I did.” She sounded wistful.

“I saw you guys play last weekend, and you were great,” Mindy said. She wasn’t being entirely truthful, and she wasn’t sure why she was trying to soothe their egos. But she had seen them play, and they had been great—all the teams last weekend had been.

“Well, we should go sit, the match is going to start soon,” Robyn said. “We’ll definitely be cheering for the Philadelphia team now that we know Shayna’s friends are on it. Want to sit with us?”

“My team is saving us seats,” Mindy said, taking hold of Shayna’s arm. “We’d better go sit with them.”

“Yeah, good to see you, guys,” Shayna said. She allowed Mindy to turn her around and they headed for the seats.

Mindy had a sudden fear that Shayna was going to be upset that she’d dragged her away from her old friends, but Shayna didn’t say anything, so it must have been all right. They found Mindy’s team members and got settled right before the announcement began.

Mindy quickly forgot Glenna and Robyn, and everyone else who had come to the tournament—except Shayna, of course, whom she could never forget. The derby match was definitely the most exciting she had ever seen, and not just because three of her teammates were in it. Every time Megan, Gayle, or Leya was on the track, she cheered her loudest—but she was cheering the rest of the time, too.

The excitement didn’t let up. One team would be up by a point or two, and then the other team. They were tied at halftime. Mindy was too excited to eat.

The second half of the match was just as incredible as the first, every jam a study in tension and suspense. The crowd was cheering so loudly that Mindy couldn’t even hear herself. Megan was jammer for the Sisterly Love All-Stars in the final jam, and Mindy found herself watching her so closely that she could hardly tell what was going on over the rest of the track.

But she still saw the opposing jammer breaking through. She saw Megan and Mountain Bruise playing their hearts out… but she saw the Big Apple Roller Babes pull ahead.

It was crazy. Mindy kept cheering, even though she saw that her team had lost. Besides, what did she care? She wasn’t on the team.

Maybe if she and Shayna had made it onto the team, they wouldn’t have lost.

Then Shayna grabbed her and kissed her, and she was distracted for several long minutes, feeling Shayna’s soft lips, Shayna’s warm body in her arms. The cheering around them was muted, distant.

“What was that all about?” she whispered when Shayna pulled back.

Shayna gave her a lopsided smile. “It’s exciting. I guess I just like to kiss you when I’m excited.”

Mindy pulled her tight again. “Me, too.”


Chapter 10




Tuesday night brought a new kind of excitement. Mindy was almost whistling as she got her things together for roller derby. The all-star tournament was over, and she was getting the rest of her team back.

The practices had all felt empty and not as fun as usual with a smaller group that was missing Megan and Gayle (Leya had never been much of a source of levity). Mindy was pretty sure she hadn’t been the only one to notice. Even Shelly’s intense practices had calmed down a bit in the last couple of weeks.

When Mindy arrived at the track for practice, there were three cars in the lot, so she knew someone had to be there. At least one of them had to belong to one of the all-star players… though she was pretty sure Megan didn’t have a car.

She flung the door to the locker room open in her excitement, so hard that it clanged against the opposite wall, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Not when she saw Gayle and realized how much she’d missed that happy, round face. She rushed up to Gayle and flung her arms around her. “Yes! This is wonderful! The whole team is back together!”

Gayle laughed and gave Mindy a brief hug back. “Miss me?”

“Of course. Plus, I saw you guys kill it in the tournament. You must have learned some new stuff that you’ll be teaching us now.” Mindy grinned at her. It was going to be so great to practice with the whole team again.

Mindy hugged Megan and Leya when they arrived, too, unable to contain herself. “So was it awesome?” she asked Megan. “Were you mad when you lost?”

“Not as much as I thought I would be,” Megan said, grinning. “I mean, we did so well. It was actually pretty amazing.”

“Hell yeah it was.” Mindy gave her a high-five. “Next year we’ll do better.”

“Oh, are you going to be on the team next year?” Megan teased.

“Absolutely. They’ll have to see how awesome I am sooner or later.”

“You’ll have to work harder if you want to be on next year’s all-star team,” Shelly said. “They were practicing every day.”

Mindy rolled her eyes, but she made sure to do it where Shelly couldn’t see her. Everyone was always harping on about needing to work hard. Didn’t they see how much of it was luck? If hard work was all you needed, then the Sisterly Love All-Stars would have won the tournament, and the final game would have been against the Cherry Blossom Cherry Bombs.

She finally had to actually start getting changed, though, because everyone had arrived and she didn’t want to be the last one on the track when practice started. She was still lacing on her skates when Shelly said she had a couple of announcements.

“I’m sure you’re expecting me to talk about having Leya, Megan, and Gayle back from the all-stars, and we’re thrilled to have them,” Shelly said. Mindy gave a cheer, hoping a few others would join in, but they just laughed and applauded. Shelly grinned and continued, “But we don’t need to spend time talking about that. This is going to be just like every day, and we’ll be a team the way we were before the tournament. Right now, I have a different announcement.”

Mindy wondered what the announcement could be. Her eyes widened when Gayle stood up and skated to Shelly’s side.

Shelly looked around at the assembled team. “I want to make sure to tell everyone so you don’t think we’re hiding anything from you or keeping secrets. Gayle and I are dating now. We’re together.”

Mindy had definitely not seen that coming. For a moment the whole group was silent, surprised, but then Lisa wolf-whistled. Mindy laughed, then let out a cheer. Thankfully, this time a few others joined her in the cheer.

Gayle looked worried, but Mindy couldn’t understand why. They would be a great pair. She remembered the way Shelly had been looking at Gayle at Shelly’s birthday party. In fact, now that Mindy thought about it, she was surprised it had taken them so long.

When they got out on the track to start their laps, though, she was surprised to find her thoughts sinking into melancholy. She was jealous, and she had no idea why. What was there to be jealous about? She and Shayna had a great relationship, and she certainly didn’t know the specifics of Gayle and Shelly’s relationship to make any comparisons.

Maybe she was just jealous that they were on the same derby team together, so they could see each other all the time—every day, if they wanted. For Mindy and Shayna, there were a few days each week in which they never got a chance to see each other, unless they wanted to make multiple trips and only be together for an hour or so, which they hadn’t yet. Part of that was living in different parts of the city, but part of it was sometimes-conflicting roller-derby schedules.

Mindy shook her head at herself, then suddenly realized that almost everyone was passing her. She wasn’t that slow! She put on an extra burst of speed to catch up, but saw Megan, Gayle, and Leya leading the pack.

Well, there was nothing unusual about that—Margaret Splatwood and Leya Out were their fastest players, and there was a reason they’d made it onto the all-star team. Mindy was proud of them. Gayle wasn’t always the fastest, with her broad frame, but she’d obviously learned some speed preparing for the tournament.

Still, Mindy had to come close to keeping up with them if she was going to have a chance of joining the all-stars next year, and right now she was nowhere near that. Lisa, Tara, Tiffany, Shelly, and even short Kristine and Helen were all beating her.

No matter how hard she tried, though, she never quite caught up; she was able to pace Kristine and Helen, but she didn’t feel much pride in that, even though they were good players. Everyone on Monstrous Regiment was a good player. Being on the all-star team meant you were the best.

When she finished her laps and went to join the faster skaters on the benches, her chest was heaving and she was almost straining for breath. Those laps had been harder than she’d expected. Her legs weren’t tired yet, though. She probably just had to breathe more deeply.

She did fine on the next drills they practiced, turning quickly and jumping over objects. Then again, not as many skaters were on the track at the same time; maybe Shelly had just put her on with other people who were as slow as Mindy was herself.

It was during the scrimmages that she really noticed a difference. This time, she was sure that she wasn’t the only one who was slow. Megan, Gayle, and Leya were clearly outstripping the others in performance. Shelly had been careful not to put them all on the same side in a scrimmage, but when Mindy played jammer in one scrimmage, she could find no way at all past Leya—and Kristine, their opposing jammer, similarly didn’t get past Gayle once.

Megan played jammer in a scrimmage and got past all four opposing blockers before Deirdre even caught up to the pack. And then she got past all four again before Deirdre got past two. It was wild, and Mindy cheered for Megan and looked forward to beating all the other teams next season, but it was also clear that the three of them had picked up serious new skills in their time away.

And several of the other city teams had players on the all-star team—Shayna’s team had two, but Rolling in the Street had four, and there had to be at least one other team with players on it. How much better were those teams going to be?

Mindy still gave practice her all, but she felt a little discouraged. She put her best face on it, though, after practice in the locker room. Grinning, she shook her head in mock disgust at Megan. “What are we going to do with you? You guys are so good that you’re going to make the rest of us look like turtles out there.”

“Maybe getting laid agrees with her,” said Kristine with a nudge to Megan’s shoulder.

“Yeah? Are you getting laid?”

Megan rolled her eyes, but the corners of her mouth twitched upward. “Yeah, I am. Also, I quit my sucky job, and I start a new awesome one on Friday. You should come to my new skate shop once I’m settled in to work.”

“Ah, that must be the difference,” Mindy said, nodding wisely. “Exposure to the skate shop is getting into your brain, and making you Super-Skater.”

“Are you sure it’s not getting laid?” Kristine asked.

“Well, I’m getting laid, and you don’t see me blasting over the track the way Megan is,” Mindy said. “I mean, I introduced you to Shayna, right? If sex was the issue… I’d have no problem.” She sighed happily as a vision of Shayna, naked, with her curves on full display, floated past her mind’s eye.

“You don’t have a problem,” Megan told her. “You’re a good player. I don’t know why you didn’t make it onto the team.”

“That isn’t the question,” Mindy said. “The three of you were always awesome players, but you seem like you’ve leveled up a lot while you were gone.”

“We worked really hard,” Megan said, raising her eyebrows. “We were practicing every day, sometimes for longer than we practice as Monstrous Regiment. It was intense. It was a lot of fun, but I’m happy to be back to the laid-back practices.”

“This is laid-back?” Kristine asked.

“Comparatively speaking,” Megan said, grinning. She patted Mindy on the shoulder. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to meet my hot girlfriend and let her know that getting laid helps you on the track. Any excuse, right?”

“Yeah,” Mindy said, grinning back. “I think I’ll let my girlfriend know the same.”

When she got on the bus, she did call Shayna, but it wasn’t to let her know they should have sex for better performance. “Hey, beautiful. You’re not too busy, are you?”

“No, I’m just getting ready for bed. I’m in my PJs.”

“Ooh, should I come over?”

“By the time you got here, I’d be asleep.” Shayna’s voice was tinged with regret.

“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow then, how about that? Say, around noon or one?”

“I’ll be at derby practice. That’s when I have the track booked for my solo work.”

“Yeah, I know.”

There was a beat, Mindy waiting with a grin to see if Shayna caught it. Then Shayna shrieked so loudly that Mindy had to pull the phone away from her ear for a moment. “You mean it? You’ll come practice with me?”

“Yeah,” Mindy said, laughing as she tucked the phone close to her face again. “I think I’d better.”

“Oh, I can’t wait. You know where it is?”

“I’ll find it, don’t worry.” Shayna’s extra practices were at the same track where her team practiced, somewhat further south than Monstrous Regiment’s track, but actually, Mindy suspected, closer to ArriveSpace. That would make it easier, though she wasn’t sure yet what bus went there.

“Now I’m not going to be able to sleep.”

“Then I should come over?”

Shayna gave a deep sigh. “No, I have to be up in the morning for work. You know I do, baby.”

“Yeah, I know. I’ll just miss you.” Mindy made a kissing noise into the phone, causing a man in across the aisle to snort into his ramen.

“Well, not for long. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“You will. Sounds great. Sleep well.”

“You too.”

Mindy hung up the phone. She wasn’t sure she would sleep. She had a lot of work to catch up on if she was going to be out in the middle of the day tomorrow.


Chapter 11




When Mindy arrived at Shayna’s track the next day, Shayna was just rolling out of the locker room, already decked out in her derby gear—tight spandex leggings, a similar tank top, skates, a helmet, and knee and elbow pads. Her whole body lit up as she lifted her arm to wave to Mindy—as though Mindy could have missed her in the room, even if it had been full.

Mindy walked across the track to hug her, enjoying the soft, sleek feeling of her body under the spandex. She kissed her, but Shayna could only give a light smooch back, since she already had her mouth guard in.

“I was afraid you weren’t coming,” Shayna said, the mouth guard giving her a slight lisp. They were both too used to speaking with fellow players while wearing mouth guards to think anything of it.

“When have I ever stood you up?” Mindy said, her hands on her hips.

“Never.” Shayna smiled, showing off the bright-pink mouth guard. “But you’ve always been a lot more enthusiastic about getting to fuck me than getting to skate.”

“I thought both might be possible.” Mindy reached for Shayna’s ass, but Shayna pushed off with her toe stop and rolled out of Mindy’s reach.

“Working out first. Go get dressed.” She pointed to the locker room.

“Yes, ma’am. Are you going to be a harsh taskmistress today?”

Shayna put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “We’re going to work together on this. I think it would be pretty hypocritical of me to try to be harsh with you. But I’m not going to let you make excuses, either.”

“That’s fair.” Mindy headed for the locker room. She wasn’t sure whether she regretted making that phone call to Shayna or not. She couldn’t be unhappy about seeing Shayna more often, of course—especially in her practice spandex—but now she was worried that they were going to be too sore and tired to have sex, and too focused on roller derby to have the fun, sparring conversations they often had.

What was she worried about? This was Shayna. There was never a shortage of snark, and it wasn’t like they couldn’t talk while they were practicing. This was going to be great.

She just wished she didn’t have to work hard.

She changed quickly, putting on her own leggings and a tank top, then laced up her skates and strapped on her safety gear. When she skated out to the track, Shayna was already doing laps. Mindy skated to catch up with her—or tried. Even though she put on as much speed as she could without losing the ability to control directions, she didn’t manage to draw even with Shayna until Shayna came up behind her.

Thankfully, Shayna slowed down so they were matching each other’s strides. She was breathing hard—Mindy couldn’t help noticing the way her breasts rose and fell—but didn’t look as though she’d been overstraining herself.

“You’ve gotten faster,” Mindy said. She’d joined Shayna in lisping a little with the mouth guard in. She would have been tempted to leave it out—after all, they weren’t going to be experiencing the full, vicious contact of an actual roller-derby game, with just the two of them on the track—but she had the feeling that Shayna would have sent her back to the locker room if she’d rolled out her without her full set of protective gear.

Shayna smirked. “How do you know? We’ve never skated together before.”

“Sure we have. Our teams have played against each other.”

“Yeah, but you were sticking with the pack and I was trying to pass it. Not quite the same.”

Mindy shook her head. “Won’t you accept a compliment when you hear one?”

“You compliment me too often to take it seriously.”

“But usually I’m complimenting your looks. And you’re gorgeous, by the way, so you should take every single compliment seriously.” Mindy reached for Shayna’s chest, grinning when her hand was batted away. “I’d never give you a compliment I didn’t mean, honestly.”

“Yeah, I guess I shouldn’t complain.” Shayna gave Mindy another smile, still sideways but a little more genuine. “But I don’t think I’m really any faster. Let’s just see if you can keep up.”

With no more warning than that, Shayna kicked to a higher speed, sprinting off toward the opposite end of the track. Laughing, Mindy picked up her own speed, determined to catch Shayna.

This time she worried less about her trajectory and ended up having to catch herself on the low walls that surrounded parts of the track. She kept her speed up as high as she could, determined to reach that gorgeous hourglass figure that was like a carrot dangling in front of her. She easily pictured herself sliding up behind Shayna and slipping her arms around her narrow waist.

But as they continued to make laps around the trap, Mindy didn’t get any closer. Her laughter and smile faded as she needed more and more concentration just to keep breathing. The muscles in her legs burned as she labored for more speed.

Finally, Shayna stopped, backing up to the wall. Mindy came to a wobbly halt, almost crashing on the wall beside her. She turned to try to say something snarky, but found herself gasping for breath, her lungs straining as she worked to be able to speak.

Shayna smiled at her, a triumphant grin. “Maybe I did get faster.” She was a little out of breath herself, but obviously hadn’t been laboring as hard as Mindy to skate quickly.

“You win,” Mindy said, half-gasping.

“Yeah, I do.” Shayna reached out for Mindy’s hand and squeezed it. “I guess in part, I wanted to show you the importance of working hard. If you keep up the practices with me, maybe you’ll get as fast as me.”

“That’s not my highest priority.” Mindy was getting her breath back now. “I’m a blocker.”

“Don’t you play pivot sometimes?”

Mindy shrugged. It was true that she’d been the pivot, the alternate jammer, in quite a few jams, but that had always been more of a formality than anything. “I’ve never had to take the star.”

“But what if one of your jammers gets injured again, and you aren’t prepared to step in? What if Monstrous Regiment loses the bout because you didn’t work on your speed?” Mindy opened her mouth to respond, and Shayna held up her hand. “I know it’s never happened, but that doesn’t mean it never will.”

“That’s not what I was going to say.”

“No?”

“If one of my jammers gets injured, I’ll be too busy freaking out about the injury to worry about the game. That’s what happened when Megan hurt her shoulder.”

Shayna shrugged. “Maybe so, but I have to think about every possibility. Now let’s work on the speed some more.”

Mindy groaned. “Shayna maidele, my lungs, they ache. Take pity on a poor old woman.”

Shayna laughed in her face. “You can’t try that on me. I’m immune to Jewish-mother guilt even if it’s not coming from my hot, strong, capable girlfriend. But if you can’t handle the speed, we’ll try something else. Hands and knees.”

Shayna suited actions to words, getting down on her own hands and knees, her skates braced against the wall behind her. Mindy took a moment to admire the way her figure looked down there, licking her lips, before Shayna looked up with a half-lidded gaze that made Mindy drop down as well before Shayna really snapped at her.

“Pushups,” Shayna said. “How long has it been since you’ve done any of those?”

“Not that long. Lisa made us do them during Simon Says.”

“Wasn’t that the time you got out? How many did you do?”

She couldn’t remember. “Less than five. But I wasn’t as motivated as I am now.”

Shayna snorted. “Just see if you can keep up with me, then.”

“Again?” Mindy complained, but Shayna was already sorting herself into a plank position, and Mindy couldn’t just let herself sit there and wait.

Mindy’s arms gave out long before Shayna’s did, and Shayna ended up doing almost twice as many as Mindy—though Mindy wasn’t sure, as she hadn’t been able to count. When Shayna got to her feet, brushing off her hands, Mindy hauled herself upright, groaning.

“You are out of shape, babe,” Shayna said.

Mindy shook her head, looking down at Shayna. “Not fair. I’m taller, I must weigh more than you do.”

“Being taller gives you more leverage,” Shayna retorted. She pinched Mindy’s hip. “And look at this, you haven’t got an ounce of fat on you. I probably weigh twenty pounds more.”

“How come you get to pinch me and I don’t get to pinch you?” Mindy complained, reaching out to grab Shayna’s breast, but Shayna evaded her again, a wicked smile growing across her face.

“I don’t like that look,” Mindy said.

“I’ll make you a deal.” Shayna rolled her shoulders, loosening up.

Mindy crossed her arms. “Lay it on me.”

“Catch me, and you can grope all you want.” Shayna took off skating without giving Mindy a chance to propose an alternative. Mindy didn’t think twice about speeding after her, a grin spreading across her face.

They did two laps. Three. Four. Twice Mindy thought she was about to catch up with Shayna, her reaching hand almost brushing Shayna’s hair, but then Shayna would seem to just slide away from her as she sped up again. When it happened a third time, on the fifth lap around the track, Mindy realized that Shayna was doing it on purpose.

It might have annoyed her if it hadn’t been so hot. Mindy was starting to become distracted from the skating by the damp warmth between her thighs. If only Shayna would let her catch up…

Suddenly Shayna changed directions. Her speed barely diminishing, she sped right into the locker room. Eyes lighting up, Mindy skated after her.

This time she managed to catch up—even if she had to endanger life and limb by allowing nothing but the natural friction of the floor and her own grip on the locker-room door to slow her down. Her momentum slammed her into Shayna and against the door of a locker, knocking the breath out of both of them.

Mindy tried to suck in air and make sure Shayna was okay, but before she could say anything, Shayna had her arms around her neck and was kissing her. Mindy, never one to pass up a kiss, slid her hands down Shayna’s body, gripping her hips and kissing back.

But that only lasted a few minutes before she had to break away. “Time out,” she gasped, her chest heaving. “I have to catch my breath.”

“Maybe you pushed a little too hard,” Shayna said.

“Well, you got me really motivated.” Mindy tried to slow down her galloping heart. Maybe she had pushed a little too hard.

But now Shayna was in her arms, her soft curves pressing against Mindy’s body, and that was all worth it. She should have agreed to join in on these training sessions ages ago, just to have this.

Finally getting her breathing under control, she lowered her head, kissing and nibbling at the soft skin of Shayna’s neck and ear. Shayna gasped, her arms tightening around Mindy’s neck, her skates rolling back and forth.

Mindy wondered for a moment if they should get their skates off, but then Shayna’s hands were slipping down and covering her breasts, and she decided she couldn’t wait. She peeled up the front of Shayna’s tight workout top—they were both damp with sweat all over, but to a derby girl, that was sexy—and squeezed her ample breasts, moaning with pleasure.

Shayna seemed to be just as impatient as she was. Her hands were traveling down Mindy’s body, sliding under her leggings. Not to be outdone in this, just as anything else, Mindy gave Shayna’s nipples one last tweak and went for her leggings.

Mindy found Shayna’s center just as Shayna thrust one of her fingers inside Mindy. Mindy cried out and flung her arm up to grab onto the locker as her legs threatened to roll out from under her.

They couldn’t keep this up without falling down. Mindy’s mind raced as best it could while Shayna pleasured her and she tried to stroke Shayna without hurting her. Neither of them could get their skates off with their hands down each other’s pants, so what could they do?

Shayna solved it for her by pulling her fingers out, then using her free hand to push away from the locker, the whole time staring at Mindy with eyes huge and dark with lust. The strength of her movement rolled both of them backward—well, backward from Mindy’s point of view. The backs of her knees hit the bench and she sat down automatically, startled, her hand still tangled in Shayna’s hair.

Without missing a beat or removing her hand entirely from Mindy’s leggings, Shayna climbed up onto the bench, her knees wide as she straddled Mindy. She sank down onto Mindy’s hand, and Mindy redoubled her efforts, biting her lip. Shayna wrapped her free arm around Mindy’s shoulders and leaned on her as she moved her hips up and down, responding to the movements of Mindy’s fingers.

She slid her own hand home again, too. With Mindy right on the bench, Shayna didn’t have as much room to work, but she managed it anyway, rolling Mindy’s clit between two of her fingers. Soon Mindy’s heart was racing again and she was out of breath for an entirely new reason.

Or maybe Shayna had been the reason the whole time.

Just as Mindy felt her own orgasm start to build, Shayna cried out, grinding down onto Mindy’s hand. Mindy pressed as hard as she could, pleasure ripping through her, her whole body shaking.

Slowly, Shayna collapsed, pulling her hand free and leaning against Mindy’s shoulders. Mindy tried to hold her up, but her arms were shaking. She took a deep breath and squeezed Shayna. “Shayna schmundie, I need to catch my breath.”

Shayna sat up immediately and smacked Mindy on the shoulder before moving over. “Don’t call me that.”

Mindy grinned. “Unless I need you to get off me.” She adjusted her leggings so she could bend down and start unlacing her skates.

Shayna smacked Mindy’s shoulder again. “You did it on purpose! You’re awful.”

“You love it.”

Shayna rolled her eyes and bent down to unlace her own skates, but she didn’t argue. Mindy grinned to herself. She figured she’d won.

She changed back into her clothes quickly, though she was tired. It had been a long practice session, and she really needed to get back to work. It was guaranteed to be a slow month, what with the holidays coming up, and she needed to make as much money as she could to keep herself solvent through the end of the year.

Shayna stood up as Mindy shouldered her bag. “You’ll be here day after tomorrow, right?”

“I’ll be here,” Mindy promised. “As long as you are, I mean.”

“If you go places just because I’m there, why haven’t you visited me at work yet?”

“I don’t think your employers want me fucking you behind a stand mixer.”

Shayna smirked. “I told you, I don’t work in the back. We’d have to do it behind the counter, in full view of the customers, and that’s not the sort of advertising they want. I asked.”

Mindy laughed out loud. “Okay, I’ll have to try to come at the end of a shift so I can drag you home afterward.”

“Tempt me with more cookies, and you won’t even have to ask.”

“You’re the greatest. Please, please meet my family.” Mindy pulled Shayna tight against her. “I really want them to get to know you.”

Shayna sighed, leaning her head against Mindy’s breastbone. “Are you sure they’ll like me? You’re not just doing your stupid optimist thing?”

Mindy frowned. “Stupid optimist thing?”

Shayna nodded without lifting her head. “You know, where you think everything’s going to work out for the best, nothing’s ever your fault, that sort of thing.”

Mindy loosened her arms and drew back, a bit stung. “Everything is going to work out for the best.”

Shayna sighed and tilted her head up to look at Mindy. “Can you give me one piece of evidence that your family will like me, other than that you say so?”

“You being awesome isn’t enough?” Mindy raised her eyebrows.

Shayna smirked. “Of course I’m awesome, but that doesn’t mean everyone in the world likes me. Especially not people whose daughter or sister I’m sleeping with.”

“That just means they’ll like you more.”

“That is not how most families work.” Shayna laughed and shook her head.

“Okay, how about the fact that my parents have asked to meet you three times, and my sister Tamar told me she thinks I’m hiding you from them?”

“That just makes it sound like they think you have an imaginary girlfriend.”

“So you should prove that you’re real.”

“Now you’re avoiding the question.”

“I am not!” Mindy shook her head. “Look, I know you don’t get along with your parents, but I get along really well with mine, and the fact that I like you so much guarantees that they’ll like you, too.”

“Have they liked all your other girlfriends?”

“Well, yeah. They adored Hannah.” Mindy didn’t like admitting it, but she really wanted Shayna to meet her parents, so she had to offer what truths were available. “They didn’t like Brynn, but they were right about her. And, uh… those are all the girls I’ve dated seriously enough to introduce them to my parents. Happy now?”

Shayna was laughing. “Okay, okay. But you’re not just introducing me to them as a way to vet me? If they don’t like me, are you going to dump me?”

Mindy took Shayna by the shoulders and shook her gently. “What is with you today? Of course I’m not going to dump you. It doesn’t matter what they think. Anyway, like I keep telling you, they’re going to adore you.”

Shayna’s words had finally gotten to her, though, and she had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. What if they didn’t like her? What if they reacted to her the way they had to Brynn, her girlfriend in college, with stiff politeness? Would she have to take that as a warning sign the way she had utterly failed to do with Brynn?

But that wasn’t going to happen. The very idea was absurd. Shayna was amazing, and Mindy’s parents couldn’t object to anything except, maybe, her relentless pessimism. There was absolutely nothing to worry about.

“Fine,” Shayna said. “You set something up with your parents, and I’ll come over for a visit.”

Mindy grinned with relief that Shayna had finally agreed. “It’s already set up. Come for the first night of Hanukkah. My whole family will be there.”

Shayna’s eyes widened. “That’s in a week and a half.”

“So? You don’t need time to get ready.”

“What should I wear?”

Mindy shrugged. “You always look nice—there’s no reason to dress up or anything. We just light the candles, then have a family dinner and play dreidel for a while. Oh, and Tamar has two little kids, so you really don’t want to wear anything they’re likely to mess up.”

“You’re not making me feel better about this.”

Mindy kissed her. “It’ll be fine. If you don’t like kids, you don’t have to deal with them, but they’re pretty adorable.”

“You would say that. They’re your nieces or nephews.”

“One of each. But really, it’ll be great. You can come to my apartment or we can meet halfway somewhere—they live in the suburbs now. We can make plans closer to it.”

Shayna sighed and looked down. “I guess I said I would come. I can’t back out now.”

“If you’re really scared…”

“I’m not scared,” Shayna said quickly, looking back up to meet Mindy’s eyes. “It just seems unnecessary.”

“It seems necessary to me. I want this relationship to last.”

“Oh, now you’re just trying to make me feel guilty.”

“I thought you were immune to that.”

“I am. It’s not working.” Shayna grinned.

Mindy swooped down to kiss her. “I really have to get back to work. Talk tomorrow? If you sleep on it and decide to change your mind about meeting my family, I won’t be mad. I’ll just keep pestering you, though.”

Shayna put her hands on the back of Mindy’s head and pulled her down for a long, lingering kiss. “I won’t back out. We’ll talk tomorrow.”


Chapter 12




Mindy woke up in the morning almost groaning herself awake. She ached all over—all her muscles, including her eyes. It was like she was one big ball of stress, without actually having been stressed.

Okay, she’d been a little stressed. She had stayed up fairly late working on pitches for graphic design work, and she hadn’t gotten any responses before she finally went to bed. But that was nothing new. Maybe she’d just been too hasty deciding to do extra roller derby practice with Shayna.

Thinking of Shayna, she rolled over and flailed around for her phone. When she had it, she squinted at the screen. It was almost ten, so Shayna would definitely be awake and—no, not working, it was Thursday. But that definitely meant she could respond to texts.

Shayna maidele, I’m dying, Mindy wrote, lying flat on her stomach. My lungs hurt and my legs hurt and my arms hurt. Even my hands hurt.

Yeah, I think we pushed it a little too hard yesterday, Shayna texted back a few moments later. Next time we practice together, I’ll be a little easier on you.

You said you wouldn’t be a taskmistress.

I guess I got carried away.

Next time you should let me catch you sooner.

Maybe.

You’re such a tease.

Excuse me, who decided to put out on our first date?

Mindy grinned. I like it when you tease.

Maybe I’ll pick it up, then.

Have you changed your mind about meeting my family?

No. You know I don’t back out of things. After a pause, Shayna sent another text. You’re not going to expect to meet my family now, are you?

Not until you want me to. I know we have different styles. Besides, if you haven’t even seen your parents since you moved out of DC, I won’t expect to meet them for a very long time.

Try never.

Do you hate them that much?

No. There was another long pause during which Mindy, grumbling to herself, managed to sit up and stumble to the bathroom. She was washing her face when the next text from Shayna arrived.

I just don’t want to be around them anymore. They don’t really care about me.

Mindy frowned. They’re your parents. They love you.

They say they love me, but ever since I was a kid, they haven’t shown any signs of caring about me as a person. Just as a symbol. Their perfect JAP daughter.

Mindy gnawed her lower lip, not sure which part of the text to respond to first. She wished she was with Shayna in person to talk about this, so they could see each other’s faces, but she didn’t want to put a hold on the conversation when Shayna was opening up in ways she rarely did.

I’m sure that’s not true, she wrote. They’re probably bad at showing emotion. You said they’re both lawyers. Maybe they tried so hard to learn to not show emotion that they forgot how to show it properly.

She waited a few seconds between texts, then added, And you’re not a JAP. Shayna might have grown up wealthy and privileged, but her cookie-scarfing, hard-hitting jammer girlfriend was so far from being the snobby, materialistic Jewish-American Princess stereotype that it was ridiculous.

They tried hard enough to make me one.

Mindy threw on some clothes and went into the kitchen to start her coffee, but by the time it was brewing, Shayna still hadn’t sent another text. Was she upset? Why hadn’t she responded to Mindy’s first, more important, text?

Mindy finally decided to text again. They were just trying to do what’s best for you.

How can you defend them? You don’t even know them.

They’re your parents. They have to love you.

Mindy sipped her coffee, staring at her phone, unable to get started with work as she’d intended. Why was Shayna getting so upset? She was the one who’d brought up her parents. She’d never talked this much about them anymore—the only thing Mindy remembered her saying about her parents in the past was that she didn’t want jokes about talking to them. So she didn’t want Mindy meeting them, but Mindy never would have guessed that Shayna had this level of animosity.

I don’t think the world actually works that way. Nice thought, though.

Mindy sighed. Sorry, I didn’t know it would bug you so much to talk about them.

It doesn’t. But you should believe what I say about them.

OK. I have to get to work anyway.

Good. I don’t want to keep you from work. TTYL.

Mindy set her phone to silent and sat down at her computer. She opened her graphic design program and started noodling around with shapes while her browser loaded. She checked her email, then went back to the graphic design program to see that the shapes she’d put together resembled nothing so much as two brides, leaning in for a kiss.




It was hard to pin down Shayna for the Hanukkah plans. Mindy kept giving her options to back out, as long as she was up front about it, but she kept insisting that she wasn’t going back on her word… and then changing the subject when Mindy tried to get her to pick an actual time and place to meet.

Mindy was starting to think that Shayna was going to back out at her at the last minute, until at noon on December 24, her doorbell rang. She hurried to the door, still wearing her pajamas, and opened it to see Shayna.

She was wearing her usual pink belted coat, but underneath it, she had a very full skirt. Several inches of red-and-white polka-dotted fabric peeked out from under the coat; the red matched her patent-leather pumps.

“Don’t you look fancy,” Mindy said, opening the door to let her in.

“Is this okay for Hanukkah?” Shayna stepped inside, pulling off her jacket and turning to show Mindy her outfit. She was wearing a fuzzy white cardigan over a dress with an enormous skirt; the red-and-white collar of the dress peeked out from the collar of the cardigan.

“You look amazing,” Mindy said, looking her up and down, her mouth hanging open a little. Shayna always looked good, but the puffy skirt—there had to be a petticoat on underneath—emphasized her narrow waist and her tiny feet dramatically. The cardigan helped emphasize the waist while, at the same time, making her prominent breasts less obvious.

But Mindy knew they were there.

Shayna smirked. “I know, such a surprise.”

“Seriously.” Mindy stepped forward and lifted her hands to skim them over the sides of Shayna’s body, lightly stroking the sides of her breast and waist, then moving out to follow the lines of the skirt. “You’re always in jeans or derby gear. I had no idea you owned anything this impractical.”

“It’s practical for the purpose of impressing one’s girlfriend’s parents.”

“They’d better not be impressed the same way I’m impressed.” Mindy brought her hands up again, caressing Shayna’s breasts with more purpose.

Shayna stepped back. “Stop it. Shouldn’t you get dressed?”

“We have a few hours yet.”

“This isn’t an all-day thing?”

“I told you, it’s just the candles, dinner, and dreidel. We want to arrive before sunset, but not long before. I was thinking I would work, because I couldn’t pin you down for a time.”

Shayna looked down. “Sorry about that.”

“Hey, it’s all right. As long as you let me get you out of that gorgeous outfit…” Mindy stepped forward again and reached for Shayna’s buttons, flicking open the top one.

Shayna pushed her hands away, but she was smiling now. “Oh, no. These clothes are very delicate. If you want me out of them, I need to take them off very, very carefully.”

Mindy bit her lip, warming all over. “Please, be my guest.”

She watched as Shayna undid her buttons, one by one, holding the cardigan closed so Mindy couldn’t see what was underneath it. Finally, she pulled it off to reveal a halter dress, the polka-dotted fabric cupping her full, heavy breasts. As she turned to lay the folded cardigan on the back of the couch, Mindy could see the ends of the halter’s bow flopping over her memento mori tattoo. She ached to reach out and touch her, but held herself back so she wouldn’t get her hand slapped.

Shayna turned to face Mindy again, then reached up, over her head, and behind, making her breasts strain against the dress. She slowly untied the bow holding the dress onto the back of her neck, then let the top of the dress fall down.

Mindy gasped. Shayna wasn’t wearing a bra, and her breasts jiggled as they were released from the fabric, the nipples quickly tightening to points in the cool air. Mindy reached for them, desperate to give them a squeeze, only to be batted away.

“Careful of my clothes,” Shayna said. “And I won’t be able to re-curl my hair here, so we’ll have to be careful of that, too. Unless you have a curling iron.”

“Do I look like I need a curling iron? I thought yours was natural, too.”

“Weak.”

“I know. You’ve got me so turned on with your little strip-tease that I can’t come up with anything clever.”

Shayna’s smile was wicked. She reached again to her back, then brought her hands to her sides, took hold of the top of the dress, and pulled upward. The dress came up and over her head, briefly obscuring her face and her chest, until it was entirely out of the way and she was standing there in just heels and a petticoat.

“I think you should keep the heels on,” Mindy said, her mouth dry. “You’re not wearing stockings under that, are you?”

“Wait and see,” Shayna said with a wink. Mindy folded her hands in front of her to help her resist the temptation.

Shayna giggled at her, then unzipped the petticoat and stepped out of it, setting it aside on the back of the couch with everything else. Underneath, she was wearing pantyhose, not stockings, but the effect was still pretty darn sexy.

“Now, it’s up to you,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “You wanted me in the heels, but I can’t get the pantyhose off without taking off my shoes. So, do you want me naked, or—”

“Naked,” Mindy said quickly. “The shoes are adorable, but I don’t think you’ll let me touch you until you get the pantyhose off anyway.”

“That’s true. I couldn’t stand to have a run in them.” Shayna kicked off her shoes, then bent to roll the pantyhose carefully down, her breasts hanging pendulously in the air.

As soon as she had them off and safely put aside, Mindy stepped forward and grabbed her around the waist. “Your panties aren’t delicate too, are they?”

Shayna grinned up at her. “Not in the least. They’re perfectly ordinary.”

“Good,” Mindy said, and started hauling her toward the bedroom. Unfortunately, she wasn’t quite strong enough to just pick Shayna up and carry her in, as she would like, but they had fun getting there anyway.

She was able to toss Shayna onto the bed, then crawl on top of her before she had time to recover and pull the underwear off with her teeth. Shayna smelled like sex and roses, and Mindy wasn’t sure she had ever wanted her more.

She started off by nuzzling her way between Shayna’s labia, then started sucking and nibbling at her soft, wet flesh. Encouraged by Shayna’s moans, she pushed on with her tongue, thrusting it into every fold and space she could find.

She licked up and around Shayna’s clit, dragging her tongue over the engorged nub, then back to her center, over and over again until Shayna was shaking and pleading. “Mindy, please! Oh, please, baby, come on, please…”

Mindy licked her way back up, then pressed her tongue down on Shayna’s clit and sucked. Shayna came with a gratifying cry, her hips coming up and pressing her sex right against Mindy’s face.

As Mindy came up for air, Shayna grabbed her by the back of the head and kissed her, hard, their tongues tangling together. Then, before Mindy could do anything else, Shayna pushed her onto her back on the bed.

She pulled off Mindy’s pajama pants, then climbed on top of her to kiss her again, grinding their crotches together. Mindy gladly seized the opportunity to do what she’d been aching to do almost since Shayna came in, and grabbed her breasts, squeezing their warm flesh in each hand. She moaned with pleasure into Shayna’s mouth. She had the hottest girlfriend.

Shayna didn’t stop kissing her, but she did reach down with her hand for Mindy’s sex, her fingers quickly locating her clit, swollen and slick with desire. As she started to rub slow circles around it, Mindy whimpered and squeezed Shayna’s breasts still harder.

 For a moment, Shayna broke the kiss so they could both gasp for air, and they stared into each other’s eyes. Shayna was so gorgeous, her eyes almost black, their warm brown irises swallowed up by lust.

Then her finger flicked the tip of Mindy’s clitoris, and Mindy screamed with pleasure, her whole body tensing. Shayna dove down again, kissing Mindy while she sped up the rhythm of her fingers. Mindy couldn’t hold onto Shayna’s breasts anymore, but threw her arms around her narrow waist, holding her close until her orgasm left her muscles too weak to hang on any longer.

When she opened her eyes, still breathing hard, she saw Shayna sitting up and patting her hair, her lips pursed. “You didn’t let me sit up. My hair’s going to be a mess.”

“It looks fine to me. Your curls are all in place and everything.”

Shayna nudged her with her toes. “You’re such a guy.”

“Well, it’s true. You look great, and not just because you’re naked.” Mindy sat up. “I, however, am going to need a shower now. Want to join me?”

Shayna shook her head. “That’s just going to be worse for my hair.”

“It’s not like my parents know how you did your hair. You can just have it down, and it will still look great.”

“I’ll go look at it in the mirror.” Shayna wrinkled her nose, hopped off the bed, and walked to the bathroom. Mindy took a moment to toss her pajamas in the hamper before following.

“It seems to be okay at the moment,” Shayna said, turning her head left and right to see it in the mirror. “You didn’t totally crush it.”

“See? I told you.” Mindy bent to kiss Shayna on the cheek. “I’m sorry I forgot about that, though.”

Shayna looked up at her and smiled. “That’s okay. I guess I wasn’t complaining.”


Chapter 13




Mindy and Shayna had fun on the bus ride to her parents’ house—it wasn’t dark yet, of course, but many of the houses and buildings they passed already had lights on display anyway. Shayna kept making snarky remarks about the different kinds of lights, especially the ones that depicted Santa Claus or something else Christmassy, but Mindy was pretty sure Shayna was enjoying it as much as she was herself.

The bus ride seemed a lot shorter with Shayna to chat with. Maybe Mindy should try to make every bus trip something they did together. She would get a lot less bored… but she would also have less time to let her mind just wander and come up with design ideas.

Still, she was in a great mood by the time they reached her parents’ house. They had their lights up in the windows and around the roof—tasteful blue ones—but Shayna said nothing at all about it as Mindy led her up the walk and opened the front door.

“Mom! Mama!” she called. “Anyone else here yet? I brought Shayna!”

“Baby girl!” Her mom rushed down the stairs, arms open. She grabbed Mindy in a quick hug and then turned her attention to Shayna. “And the pretty girl! It’s so wonderful to meet you, Shayna. I’m Rachel, Mindy’s mom.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Rachel,” Shayna said hesitatingly. She held out her hand, going for a handshake, but Mindy’s mom pulled her into a hug. Mindy couldn’t see Shayna’s expression, but she could see the movement of her shoulders as her back tightened. Did she not like hugs? She’d never mentioned that before.

“Abigail and Sharon are in the kitchen with Lynn,” Mindy’s mom said as she released Shayna. “Tamar and Aaron are on their way with the little monsters. Let me hang up your coats.”

“I can hang up my own coat, Mom.” Mindy already had her coat off, and she was halfway to the coat closet. “Shayna, I’ll take yours, too.”

As Shayna handed Mindy her coat, Mindy took the opportunity to whisper, “Are you okay? Do you want them to not hug you?”

“Hugs are fine,” Shayna whispered back. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”

“If you don’t like anything, just let me know,” Mindy told her. “I’ll stick with you to make sure you don’t get overwhelmed.”

Shayna rolled her eyes. “I’ll be fine. I can take whatever your family dishes out.” But she took Mindy’s hand as they walked toward the kitchen.

There they were greeted with the sight of Mindy’s middle sister, Abigail, at the stove frying latkes; her mama, Lynn, a few feet from her, grating more potatoes; and Abigail’s wife, Sharon, sitting with her feet up and a small plate of latkes next to her, with Mindy’s mom leaning over her. Mindy was a little startled by the size of Sharon’s pregnant belly—it seemed to have grown a lot in the month or so since Mindy had last seen her. Her parents were obviously feeding her as much as she would accept.

Mindy made the introductions. Her mama hugged Shayna, holding her potato-covered hands carefully away from Shayna’s sweater, and Abigail apologized for not being able to hug. Sharon was the only one who just shook hands.

Mindy started to ask Sharon questions about the baby, but they were shortly interrupted by the front door opening again, this time to let in Tamar, Aaron, Daniel, and Betty.

Mindy had to rush back out to the living room to greet them, giving both her niece and nephew big hugs. Shayna hung back shyly, but the kids seemed to ignore her, rushing into the kitchen instead after the latkes. Tamar and her husband Aaron both shook Shayna’s hand.

Mindy and Tamar were sent to find the candles while Aaron tried to corral his kids, and by the time they had the menorah set up and ready, it was sunset. The latkes were set aside, the lights turned off, and everyone crowded into the dining room to light the candles.

Mindy thought her family was beautiful by the dim candlelight, singing along to the prayers. Shayna, especially, looked ethereal and haunting, the way the light dramatized the planes and angles of her face.

With the ceremony over, the menorah was left on a side table, and Mindy’s mama asked her and Shayna to set the table for dinner. Mindy was happy with the ritual of setting out the special tablecloth and silverware, even putting plastic toddler dishes at Betty’s spot. And it was exciting to have ten places to set, though it was a little crowded. They’d never had ten before—when Hannah had left Mindy, Betty hadn’t been born yet.

She hoped that next year there would be eleven, though Abigail and Sharon’s baby might not be old enough yet to have its own place.

Shayna and Mindy sat at the foot of the table together, then waited for Tamar and Aaron to corral their kids into their own seats. Sharon and Abigail brought in the brisket and onions, Mindy’s mama brought in tubs of applesauce and sour cream, and finally her mom brought in the giant platter of latkes.

“That looks delicious,” Shayna said. “Thank you so much for having me.”

Mindy’s mom beamed. “I’m so glad you’re here with us, Shayna. All right, everyone, dig in.”

Aaron helped Daniel serve himself and gave Betty a latke before passing the platter down to Tamar; Sharon reached for the brisket. They passed the food around, everyone serving themselves as much as they liked.

“Leave some room,” Mindy whispered to Shayna. “There’ll be sufganiyot later.”

Shayna grinned at her, the familiar sparkle back in her eye. “You know my taste so well.”

Mindy preferred the traditional fried potato pancakes and slow-cooked meat, so she piled those on her plate, with a generous dollop of sour cream. Hanukkah had the best food.

Dinner was long, messy, and noisy, with the kids needing help and complaining, latkes sliding off the platter and onto the tablecloth, and everyone talking and laughing at the same time. Shayna seemed much quieter than usual, so Mindy kept touching her knee or her hand, but she didn’t express any need for help or space. Mindy realized that they’d never really been in a big group before—maybe Shayna just talked less when it wasn’t the two of them.

Mindy helped clean up after dinner (though there was no hope of getting two-year-old Betty entirely clean), then followed her mom into the kitchen to help bring out the sufganiyot.

“We bought mini ones this year,” her mom explained, displaying the large box. “Assorted flavors. This way maybe Betty can eat one or two, and the rest of us can pig out on as many as we want. Here, this one is chocolate cream.” She picked one out of the box to hand to Mindy.

“Ooh, thanks,” Mindy said, taking it. “Shayna will really love this.”

Her mom raised her eyebrows, but didn’t say anything. They headed back into the dining room with the fried donuts.

“Mom says we got assorted flavors,” Mindy told Shayna as she sat down. “Here, chocolate cream.”

Shayna’s eyes widened as she took it. “You didn’t have to…”

“They bought a ton,” Mindy said, nodding toward the box. Daniel was already being scolded by his father for grabbing. “Pig out. Are any of those regular flavor?”

“Here you go,” Abigail said, reaching into the box and picking one out to give to Mindy.

“Thanks!” Mindy popped it into her mouth, enjoying the crunch and sweetness of the traditional deep-fried red jelly donut. Well, it wasn’t quite traditional in this bite size, but that was even better. She didn’t have to feel bad about leaving a half-eaten donut behind. Just one was perfect.

Shayna nibbled carefully on her sufganiyah, biting it in half. Her eyes widened. “Oh, this is amazing.”

“I told you.”

“Have you tried this?”

“No, but Mom said it was chocolate cream, so I figured that was right up your alley.”

Shayna winked at her. “Trying to fatten me up again.”

Mindy grinned back. She was glad Shayna was relaxing a bit with her family.

Shayna savored the rest of her donut, then reached for more. Slowly, the amount of sufganiyot in the box dwindled until no one could eat another bite. Mindy was happy with her single donut—she’d filled up on latkes.

Finally Tamar got up, went to the side table, and pulled out a box. “Time for dreidel. Do we have any gelt?”

“Yes, of course,” Mindy’s mama said, getting up and wiping her hands on her napkin. “Let me go get it.”

As Tamar and Aaron showed their children how to spin dreidels—Mindy was sure Betty was too young to have the coordination in her hands needed to spin the traditional, small tops, and this was at least the third year they’d tried to teach Daniel how to do it right—Mindy’s mama came back into the room with an armful of bags.

“Gelt,” she announced, turning one of the bags over on the table, next to the sufganiyot, to let a pile of mesh bags containing gold-foil-covered chocolate coins fall onto the tablecloth. “Pass those around, one for each, so we can do the betting properly. And… let me see… this one’s for Daniel, and this is for Betty.” She placed a small blue bag in front of each of the children. Daniel’s bulged with some kind of toy.

“Is it a present?” Daniel asked, staring apprehensively at the bag.

“Yes, it is,” Aaron told him patiently. “Do you want to open it, or do you want help?”

“I can open it myself,” Daniel said immediately. He reached up and knocked the bag over, the opening facing away from him, but he was undeterred.

“They’re so cute,” Shayna whispered to Mindy.

Meanwhile, Mindy’s mama was passing around the rest of the gift bags. There was one for Tamar, one for Aaron, one for Abigail, two for Sharon, one for Mindy, and one for Shayna.

Shayna’s seemed to be particularly large and heavy. Mindy raised her eyebrows at it, but Shayna’s eyes went huge and she pushed her chair back, almost in fear. “But…”

“All our children get Hanukkah gifts,” Mindy’s mama said, patting Shayna’s shoulder. “It doesn’t matter that you’re grown up now.”

“However,” Mindy’s mom said, “please be aware that this is a one-time-only thing. I don’t know how you did things growing up, but we don’t give out presents all eight nights anymore.”

“You didn’t give out real presents all eight nights when we were growing up anyway,” Abigail said. “We got socks and underwear at least five nights out of them. We were totally ripped off compared to the kids who got Christmas presents.”

Everyone laughed except Shayna, who turned to Mindy. Mindy was slightly alarmed to see that Shayna’s face was drawn and she almost looked panicked. She had never seen an expression like this on Shayna’s face.

“I didn’t get them anything,” Shayna whispered.

“You weren’t supposed to,” Mindy said. Why was Shayna so upset? Did she think she’d been impolite? “They’re my parents. Do you want to talk about this in private?”

Shayna shook her head. “We can’t just…”

Mindy grabbed her arm and stood up. “Excuse me, Shayna needs to powder her nose,” she told her family. Shayna squeaked a tiny protest, but Mindy dragged her into the living room and onto the landing of the stairs. She knew no one would be offended.

She released her firm grip on Shayna’s arm and put her hands on her shoulders instead. “Hey. What’s wrong? Is this really about the gift?” She kept her voice low so neither of her sisters would overhear and try to meddle in the argument.

“Of course it is,” Shayna said—she was even better at keeping her voice quiet. “You didn’t tell me there was going to be a gift exchange. I would have brought something.”

“None of the rest of us brought anything,” Mindy said. “That’s not how it is. My parents just like to give gifts.”

Shayna shook her head hard. “They didn’t—I’m not one of their children!”

Mindy bit her lip. “Is that putting too much pressure on you? I’m sorry. I don’t think she meant it that way. If it helps, they’ve treated any date any of us has brought home the same way, even if we ended up breaking up almost immediately.”

Shayna raised her eyebrows. “You told me they didn’t like Brynn. They treated her the same way?”

“On the surface, yeah, if you didn’t know the difference,” Mindy said.

“And what about Hannah? You said they adored her.”

Mindy couldn’t believe Shayna remembered that conversation in such detail. “Yes, they’ve been treating you the same way they treated Hannah. Is that not okay? Is this not a serious relationship?”

“Was that a serious relationship?” Shayna said, even more softly than they’d been speaking.

Mindy swallowed. “Yeah, I thought so. But what difference does it make? Everything obviously worked out for the best. I’ve got you now.” She reached down to grab Shayna’s hand and hold on tight.

Shayna looked down at their clasped hands. “I don’t like gifts.”

“You haven’t rejected anything I’ve given you.”

“That’s different. That’s sharing, and you’ve let me pay more often on dates. I appreciate that.”

Mindy tried to think back. Maybe it was true. They’d gone on so few dates that involved actually leaving Mindy’s apartment, other than those first two, that she couldn’t remember who had paid when. She hadn’t been keeping track—but obviously Shayna had.

“They consider you family, even if it’s… even if they don’t know whether it’s temporary or not,” she said. “So giving gifts isn’t one-sided. It’s sharing, too. If you’re still around when they’re old, you can help pick out their nursing home.”

Shayna looked up at her again. “Is that what you really think is going on? A transaction for care?”

Mindy shook her head, actually starting to get frustrated. “No, of course not. I think it’s them trying to welcome you and make sure you know they like you, even though you’re dating their daughter. As you may recall, you’re the one who was worried about that.”

“But they don’t know me. How can they like me? They hadn’t even met me when they got me the present.”

“They’d heard a lot about you from me. As you might have noticed, I talk a lot.”

That got a smile out of Shayna. “I’m sorry to drag you away for an argument. I know you care about your family.”

“I care about you, too, shayna maidele.” Mindy leaned forward and kissed Shayna softly. “I want to make sure you’re okay. If it bothers you to accept a gift more than it will hurt my parents to have you reject their gift, then say thanks but no thanks.”

Shayna looked down at the floor. “I don’t want to be ungrateful.” She looked up again. “Did you really mean it?”

“I mean everything I say,” Mindy said with a grin. “Which one?”

“That I might still be around when they’re old.”

Mindy’s heart lurched. “Yes, I meant it. I want you to be around. I want to be with you.”

Shayna smiled. “Yeah, despite everything, I want that too. I love you.”

Mindy’s heart squeezed so hard that she couldn’t hear her own voice over the blood pumping. “I love you, too.”

“Okay, let’s get back to the table. I’ll open the gift, and I really want to exploit my aunt status by pinching your nephew’s adorable cheeks.”

Mindy laughed giddily, squeezed Shayna’s hands again, and then walked back to the dining room with her. The noise level had hardly abated in their absence, though someone had taken away the box of sufganiyot. Mindy and Shayna sat down just as Abigail returned from the kitchen. She walked up to Mindy and squeezed her shoulder before bending down to whisper, “Everything all right?”

“Fine,” Mindy whispered back. “Let’s see what presents we have.”

Her bag was extremely light—she had to riffle through tissue paper before she found what her parents had given her, but then she squealed. “A gift card to Dick Blick! Oh, this is perfect. I really need to get some new markers.”

“See, I told you it would be markers,” Mindy’s mama said with a grin.

Mindy’s mom shook her head. “I thought for sure you would want watercolors, Mindy. But we couldn’t agree, so that’s why we went for the gift card.”

Mindy gave a dramatic, fake sigh. She couldn’t really feel sad—not after what she and Shayna had just said to each other. “Unfortunately, I haven’t been using my watercolors much. They don’t translate as well to digital media, and while I’m still trying to pay you three back, I don’t have time to play around with watercolors just for fun.”

“You know we’re not in a hurry for that loan,” Tamar said, resting her hands on a large hardcover book on the table in front of her. Aaron darted his eyes at her, but said nothing, instead trying to make sure that none of Betty’s tissue paper made it into her mouth—she seemed to be much more interested in the paper than the soft, floppy dog toy under it.

Mindy shrugged. “I won’t really feel like I’m on my own two feet until I’ve paid it back.”

Shayna smiled at her. Abigail patted her shoulder. “Let her have her independence.”

Mindy nodded, then turned to Shayna, wanting the spotlight off herself. “Let’s see what you got!” She realized that if they had opened their gifts right away, there wouldn’t be so much focus on them because everyone would be paying attention to their own gifts, but she was tactful enough not to say it—barely.

Shayna’s smile was strained again, but she pulled her gift bag toward herself and tugged the tissue paper off the top. Her eyes widened when she saw what was inside, and she reached in and pulled out two large, heavy books. “The Harry Potter Illustrated Editions!”

“Mindy told us you were a Harry Potter fan,” Mindy’s mom said warmly. “I hope you didn’t have these already.”

Shayna licked her lips. “Uh, no, I didn’t. Wow. Thank you so much—this is such a generous gift.”

She stared almost reverently at the books, setting them down side by side on the table. Mindy had to look at them as well, especially once Shayna started turning the pages. She was only a little bit of a Harry Potter fan herself, but those illustrations were gorgeous. She found herself staring rapt at the spiders that decorated a drawing of Harry sitting in his cupboard at the beginning of Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone.

“Wow,” she said. “Shayna, I hope you don’t mind if I borrow those sometime. Those are great illustrations.”

“Of course not,” Shayna said, looking up and smiling at her. “We can share them.” She looked around the table. “This is very nice of all of you. Thank you so much. I can’t believe you got me such a nice gift before you even met me.”

“We’ve heard a lot about you from Mindy,” Mindy’s mama said. “And we hope to get to know you better.”

“I think you will.” Shayna glanced sideways at Mindy and her smile strengthened. “We have time, after all.”


Chapter 14




Mindy had never been as grateful for the extra roller derby practices with Shayna as she had in the past week. She went to roller derby to get out of her head, to stop worrying about work and people drama and all that stuff—but lately practice with the Monstrous Regiment hadn’t been all that relaxing, between the new weight lifting regimen and the relationships between her teammates.

There was some kind of drama, and she didn’t pretend to understand it, but Gayle had vanished from practice for a week. She was back now, but things were tense. Mindy was confused—hadn’t Gayle and Shelly been dating? What could have happened between them?—but she was wise enough to keep her trap shut about it.

The result was, though, that regular roller derby practice didn’t relax her as much as it could have. She needed the two extra practices a week with Shayna to get out of her own head properly.

It didn’t hurt that they almost always had sex afterward, either.

She walked into the locker room that Wednesday afternoon to find Shayna already sitting on the bench, lacing up her skates. Mindy sighed and set her things down so she could wrap her arms around Shayna’s shoulders and lean on her for a bit.

Shayna patted Mindy’s arm. “You okay? Stressed?”

“Yeah, kind of.”

Shayna turned so she was half-facing Mindy, though she was still sitting on the bench with one skate partially laced. “Do you want to skip today’s practice? We’ve been working hard and I don’t want you to get behind on your graphic design jobs.”

Mindy’s stomach twisted. She hadn’t made as much money in December as she’d hoped, and now, almost halfway through January, the work hadn’t picked up again. But things were always slow around the holidays; they would improve soon, and in the meantime, she was honing her skills and making herself an even better choice for any client.

Right now she wouldn’t worry about that. She couldn’t afford the time to worry. Right now was time for roller derby, so she could get out of her own head and be fresh tonight for her next project.

“No,” she said, releasing Shayna and opening a locker. “I need this. It’s the only thing that de-stresses me.”

“The only thing?” Shayna said. She had bent over to finish with her skates, so her voice was a bit muffled, but Mindy could still hear the teasing warmth in her voice.

“Whatever I do with you de-stresses me,” Mindy said with a grin. She unpacked her clothes and changed quickly.

“I guess I don’t have to worry about taking up too much of your time, then.”

“You? Never. I could wish the commute was shorter, but it’s worth it, and I can sketch and think on the bus.” Not that she’d done any productive thinking on the bus today. She grimaced. Maybe she should find out what was up with Shelly and Gayle, if only for her own peace of mind.

“You sure it’s okay?” Shayna stepped closer and ran her hand down Mindy’s cheek. Mindy felt her facial muscles relax just from that touch.

“Yes, I’m absolutely sure,” she said, letting out a sigh.

“Okay then.” Shayna grinned. “Last one to the track does double laps.”

Mindy shrieked and skated after her, but Shayna had gotten the head start, and—despite Mindy’s longer legs—Shayna made it there just a few strides ahead. She did make Mindy do the double laps, twenty instead of the ten they normally did to start their practice sessions, but Mindy was grateful. Legs burning, lungs laboring to keep up, she didn’t have the time or energy to think about work, her friends, or anything else.

They worked as hard as they always did. Mindy worried that she wouldn’t be able to keep up, but she found the extra reserves of energy from somewhere. Maybe it was just Shayna’s gorgeous figure, a few feet ahead of her.

“Whew!” Shayna sagged against the wall after they completed a series of jumps. Mindy rolled up to her and leaned on the wall herself, planting her palms on it. The scratchy fabric had probably absorbed the sweat of millions of skaters, but today it felt good.

“I think we’re done for the day,” Shayna said, taking in big gulps of air. “What do you say?”

Mindy nodded. “Sounds good to me. I’m exhausted.” Good thing she had mostly been using her legs and lower body, not her arms. When she got home she could collapse on the couch and let her arms, hands, and brain do all the work.

“I think we’re doing pretty well.” Shayna leaned harder against the wall, then pushed off to skate slowly toward the locker room. “We just have to hope that no one else is practicing harder than we are.”

Mindy followed her. “I doubt it. We’re pushing really hard, and this is in addition to our regular practices. We’re either going to wear ourselves out or blast away the all-star tryouts next year.”

“Even if people are practicing just as hard as we are?”

“Couldn’t be.” Mindy dropped a kiss on Shayna’s head as they both started to change out of their sweaty derby clothes. “Quit worrying about it.”

“I’m not exactly worried.” Shayna unlaced her skates and kicked them off. “Just trying to be realistic. I don’t want to get my hopes up and then be heartbroken if we don’t make it again next year.”

“Be like me instead,” Mindy advised. “Expect the best and then figure out how what actually happens was the best outcome to begin with.”

Shayna turned and put her hands on her hips. “And how exactly was us not making the all-star team the best outcome?”

“Well, we met each other at the practice.” Mindy reached for her T-shirt.

“We would have met whether or not we made the team.”

“We had more time to date than we would have if we’d been on the team together. And maybe next year they’ll realize they don’t have the absolute perfect team, since they didn’t win, and they’ll put us on next time.” Mindy pulled her shirt on as Shayna laughed. She could smell her armpits and couldn’t help wrinkling her nose. “Ick, I really need a shower.”

“Yeah?” Shayna stepped around the bench and grabbed Mindy by the waist, pulling her close. “Want me to come over and help you shower?”

Mindy put her arms around Shayna, but sighed. “I wish I could, shayna maidele, but I really need to get work done. I’m falling behind. I know I said being with you de-stresses me…”

“But you’ve been de-stressed,” Shayna finished for her, her mouth falling in disappointment, but her voice staying strong. “And what you need now is to get to work and earn some money so you can keep feeding me Girl Scout cookies.” Her eyes sparkled.

Mindy grinned. “Yeah, cookie season is coming soon, isn’t it? I have to be ready. Thanks for understanding.”

“I do understand. And I love how hard-working you are.” Shayna took a deep breath. “I love you, Mindy.”

“I love you, too.” Mindy bent for a deep kiss. She and Shayna had said the l-word to each other a few times now since Hanukkah, but it was obviously a lot harder for Shayna than it was for her.

She really, deeply appreciated that Shayna went to the effort to say it nonetheless.


Chapter 15




The roller-derby break, exhausting as it had been, had worked; Mindy doubled down on her pitches on Wednesday night, and some of them paid off on Thursday. She did one job with a quick turnaround that paid her almost half her goal for the week. She knew she couldn’t stop there, but it sure buoyed her mood.

She also started talking to a client who wanted to see some stuff done in physical media, so she decided Friday would be the perfect time to go down to Dick Blick and spend her gift card. She spent a few hours on and off talking with the client and getting a good sense of what they wanted, then slept hard, visions of new markers dancing in her head.

She woke up early—for her—and was out the door and ready to get on the bus by ten AM. One of the many nice things about being a freelancer was that she could get on the bus when it wasn’t crowded and have a whole bench to herself. She tried to sketch the few other passengers, but the ride was so bumpy that nothing came out right.

When she got to the art supply store, she spent a few minutes just wandering the aisles, breathing deeply and savoring the many smells—the sharpness of oil paints, the softness of water colors, the piney scent of new paintbrushes, the cloy of turpentine. She worked mostly digitally now—it had many pluses, including being quicker, easier, and cheaper—but she still loved physical media, and she didn’t think she could live without them entirely.

She gave the watercolors a last longing look before heading over to pick out her markers and paper. Watercolors were beautiful, but they were tricky to get right and, like she’d told her family, didn’t translate as well to digital—or else she was just bad at scanning and photographing them.

Markers, on the other hand, held their color and saturation really well, at least if you got the right ones. She picked out the colors she needed, then a few more that were just a few shades off in case she decided what she had wasn’t right, then grabbed a pack of paper to draw on.

When the clerk rang her up, Mindy found that she still had about twenty dollars left on the gift card. She bit her lip. Should she go back and get some watercolors? Just for fun?

No, she had to practice self-discipline. She could save the gift card for another time in the future, when she might need new supplies.

Anyway, her job was fun. That was why she worked so hard at it, so she could keep doing art, without having to find a day job that would constrain her time and her freedom.

She headed outside, determinedly not looking back, enjoying the unseasonably warm weather. The sun on her face felt good, and she didn’t quite want to make the trek back to ArriveSpace yet; maybe she should walk a couple of bus stops past the nearest one…

It was almost a revelation when she realized where she was. Shayna’s cupcake bakery was only a few blocks away. She could finally visit Shayna at work.

A grin spread across her face as she picked up her pace, heading for Rittenhouse Square. Shayna would be so surprised! Mindy could buy both of them cupcakes.

She probably should be heading back home so she could get some work done, but the idea of seeing her girlfriend was too tempting. Anyway, Shayna was always coming up to Mindy’s apartment, or even meeting her at ArriveSpace, to hang out—it was far past time for Mindy to come down here. And if Shayna still had a long time left in her shift, maybe they would let Mindy sit around in the bakery and draw. She’d never been inside, but surely they had tables and chairs for their customers.

It must have been lunchtime, because there was a bit of a crowd around the square. Mindy cut through a corner of it, tossing a few coins to a musician with a guitar and stopping to pat a dog, before arriving at Buttercup Cakery.

A few people were inside, standing in line at the counter. Mindy joined them. The man in front of her was the perfect combination of tall, heavyset, and big-haired to block her vision of the counter. She couldn’t help but lean over sideways, staying in line while trying to get a glimpse of Shayna.

She had perfect timing. Shayna was behind the glass case that served as part of the counter, bending down to pick up a cupcake from the bottom shelf. Her eyes widened as she lifted her head. Mindy grinned and waved at her. Shayna straightened up quickly and said nothing, but a wide, silly grin suddenly appeared on her face.

Mindy’s smile didn’t fade and her heart squeezed as the line moved up. Everyone she saw leave was smiling. A woman pushing a stroller joined the line behind her, and then the large man was the last one in front of her. He picked out a dozen cupcakes one by one, making Shayna run into the back to get a bigger box. A woman’s voice said, “I can help the next person in line.”

Mindy turned to the woman with the stroller. “You can go first.”

“Oh, are you sure?” the woman said, putting her phone away. “You’ve been waiting longer than I have.”

“My girlfriend’s the one who just went into the back. I’m waiting for her.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet!” The woman laughed and pushed her stroller forward to place her cupcake order.

Mindy had to keep waiting while Shayna returned with the box, the man changed his mind about one of the cupcakes and then another, and then, finally, she checked him out and he walked away. Mindy stepped forward, grinning at Shayna, and said, “I’ll take a double chocolate cupcake, please.”

Shayna just stood there grinning at her, eyes sparkling. “It took you long enough.”

“Hey, I had to think really hard about which is the best type of cupcake.”

Shayna snorted and pointed to the case. “Actually, we don’t have double chocolate. And if you’re really going to take your time thinking about a cupcake, go ahead and do it and I’ll serve someone else. I shouldn’t be socializing on shift, but if you wait…” She turned and looked at a clock on the wall. “Seventeen minutes, I’ll be off.”

Mindy’s grin widened even more. She’d had almost perfect timing. “I’ll order a cupcake and wait around, if that’s okay.”

“No problem. There’s a couple of tables over there.” Shayna gestured into the corner. “What flavor would you like?” Her voice went a little higher in pitch, a little smoother, the same way she’d been talking to the large man—her customer service voice.

Mindy looked down at the cupcake display. Now that she was actually paying attention, she could see why the large man had needed so much time to pick out his cupcakes. There was a dizzying array of them, all iced and decorating in myriad beguiling ways. “Uh, which is the best?”

“Well, my favorite is chocolate caramel. But that’s not the one you’ll like. Tell you what.” Shayna pointed to the register. “Go pay Brandi four dollars, don’t look, and I’ll pick something for you.”

“Sounds good.” Mindy really wanted to lean over the counter and kiss Shayna, but she refrained, not wanting to get her girlfriend fired. She obediently walked over to the register and told the other girl, “Shayna says it’s four dollars.”

“Right,” the girl said, smirking and tapping something into the register. Mindy handed over her card, and by the time she had finished paying, Shayna had placed a tiny box on the counter.

Mindy raised her eyebrows at Shayna, who gave her a sidelong smile, but was already engaged in serving a man and two preteen girls. Mindy brought the cupcake to one of the little tables and sat down.

When she opened the box, she found one of the least interesting cupcakes of the dizzying display—it had plain white frosting with a half strawberry on top. She did like strawberries, though, and Shayna had said she would enjoy the cupcake, so she carefully took it out of the box, peeled off the side of the wrapper, and bit in.

Her eyes widened as she chewed. There was a flavor in this cupcake that she never would have expected in a dessert—balsamic vinegar. It went really well with the strawberries, though, and she loved that it didn’t have a cloying sweetness. It was just the right balance for her. Just as Shayna knew.

She looked back at the counter and gave Shayna a little wave and a thumbs-up. Shayna grinned and winked back at her.

Mindy whiled away the rest of the time waiting for Shayna to finish her shift eating the cupcake slowly and taking some sketches of the customers. She must have come near the end of the lunch rush, because the number of customers slowed down as the minutes passed, until finally there was no one in the store when Shayna came around the end of the counter.

She untied her apron as she walked, and bent to kiss Mindy’s cheek as she reached her. “I’ll be right back, babe. Just have to get my stuff.”

“Don’t rush on my account,” Mindy told her, and watched until she’d disappeared through a door into the back. Then she leapt up and rushed to the counter. “One chocolate caramel cupcake, please,” she told Brandi.

The girl smirked again. “Sure.” She tapped on the register, then took an astoundingly long time bending over and placing the cupcake in a little box.

Shayna came back out with her coat on and a purse in her hand while Mindy was still paying. She wished Brandi had been quicker—she wanted to surprise Shayna.

Shayna did seem to be surprised, though. She raised her eyebrows, set her purse on the table Mindy had been using, and started to button up her coat. “You just had to have another?”

Mindy took her card back finally and picked up the box. “Uh, this one’s for you, actually.”

“Oh, Mindy.” Smiling, Shayna tied her belt and stepped forward to take the box from Mindy’s hands. “You’re so sweet. Don’t you think I get enough cupcakes at work?”

“Please. If you did, you wouldn’t always be at my place raiding my cookie stash.” Finally, Mindy took Shayna’s waist in her hands and pulled her close, careful not to crush the box. When she kissed her, she tasted as though working in the bakery had doused her in powdered sugar. Shayna melted against Mindy’s body.

“Shayna,” Brandi said in a warning voice.

Shayna pulled away with a sigh. “We’d better get out of here. They don’t want me making out with a customer in the front room.”

“Hey, I paid for two cupcakes, doesn’t that entitle me to a little satisfaction?” When Shayna’s eyes darkened, Mindy held up her hands. “Kidding. Let me just grab my things and we’ll go.” She snatched up her sketchbook and pencil and dumped them into her messenger bag, along with the supplies from Dick Blick, then took Shayna’s hand and pulled her out of the cupcake shop.

“Hey, it got nice out,” Shayna said, lifting her face to the sun.

Mindy squeezed her hand. “It sure did. You’re outside.”

Shayna smiled and shook her head. “I never thought you would come all the way down and visit me.”

“Hey, just because it took me a few months, doesn’t mean I was ignoring you. Besides, this is only a couple blocks further than the subway. It’s not like you work in the middle of nowhere.”

“I guess that’s true. But you’re not really a cupcake kind of person.”

Mindy put her arm around Shayna’s shoulders and pulled her close. “I didn’t come for the cupcakes. I came for you. And anyway, I had to go to Dick Blick and spend my gift card on some markers.”

“Ha!” Shayna’s shoulders shook with her laughter. “That explains it. You weren’t here for me at all.”

Mindy stopped Shayna on the corner, took both her lovely cheeks in her hands, and kissed her hard. Shayna made a quiet sound against her lips, and then was kissing her back, their bodies pressed together, unaware of anything that might be happening around them.

Then they started walking again, as though nothing had happened, except that Shayna had that silly grin back on her face. “Okay, you came for me.”

“You bet I did. Never think that you’re less important than cupcakes or art supplies again.”

Shayna looked up at her. “I’m more important to you than your art?”

“Of course you are,” Mindy said with a grin. “Did you doubt it?”

“Well, it’s your job. You have to spend a lot of time on it.”

“And I choose to spend a lot of time on you,” Mindy said. She remembered how much work she had to do and felt guilty again, but that wasn’t important right now. “I could have gone straight home and to work, but I wanted to come see you.”

“All right. Fine. Thank you for coming.” Shayna’s footsteps slowed.

Mindy looked around, becoming aware of their surroundings for the first time since they’d left the cupcake shop. They were walking away from the park, through tall, imposing buildings, in the wrong direction for the subway. “Where are we going, anyway?”

“Oh.” Shayna stopped just before a gilded awning where a man in a shiny-buttoned uniformed stood before glass doors. “I didn’t really think about it. But we’re at my apartment building.”


Chapter 16




Mindy’s jaw dropped as she stared at the building, at the doorman, at the awning, and at the building again, her gaze going up… and up. This building was as tall as three of her apartment buildings stacked together, and it was beautiful. “You live here?”

“Yeah.” Shayna wasn’t looking at her. “Would you rather head back to your place? We can do that. I don’t have anywhere to be this afternoon.”

Mindy shook her head. “Hell, no! I want to see your apartment. We’ve been dating long enough without me seeing your place, don’t you think?”

Shayna looked up at her and smiled. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

Mindy let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding as she followed Shayna to the door. The doorman barely gave either of them a glance as he pulled the door open for them. Mindy glanced over her shoulder at him as they walked into the entryway; he stepped neatly back into his spot beside the door.

The lobby was all white marble and gilding. It was beautiful, if a little bit overwhelming. Mindy looked around, trying to focus on small details of design, but it all just shone back at her relentlessly.

Shayna pressed a button on a wall, and the elevator chimed as the doors opened. “Come on,” she said, grabbing Mindy by the arm and pulling her in. Mindy stumbled after her.

The inside of the elevator was also gilded—well, it was brass, probably. The walls were almost shiny enough for a clear reflection, but they were old and blurred. Mindy found that comforting, though she averted her eyes from her misty reflection. “What floor are you on?” she asked uncertainly. “We could have walked.”

Shayna shook her head. “I only walk up to the fourteenth floor if I really feel like I need the exercise. And I don’t.”

“I guess not.” They lapsed back into silence as they waited for the slow elevator to make its way to the fourteenth floor. Thankfully, no one else got on the elevator while it was moving.

As soon as they doors opened, Shayna grabbed Mindy’s arm again and pulled her down the hallway. Everything here was elegant, too, but in a faded way; the green carpet was worn down at the center and in front of each door, and the ceiling felt as though it was dropping dust onto Mindy’s shoulders.

Finally, Shayna stopped at a door, fumbled a key out of her purse, and unlocked it. Mindy relaxed as she stepped into Shayna’s apartment, feeling that at least here, where her girlfriend lived, she would feel like she belonged.

It was better than the rest of the apartment building—and it did look like Shayna’s taste in decorating—but somehow not really like a home, either. Maybe it was the white furniture and pale gray walls; they were extremely tasteful, very much like something you would see in a design magazine, but not exactly comfortable. The hardwood floor was shiny but worn, and a potted plant sat in one window, but its leaves were drooping and turning brown.

The TV on one wall was large and looked recent, though, and it was surrounded by a veritable library of books, organized by neither color nor size—so at least Shayna hadn’t taken every single one of her design cues from home style magazines. “Wow, this is a beautiful apartment,” Mindy said, looking around.

“Thanks,” Shayna said, shrugging off her pink coat and hanging it on a coat rack. “Let me take your coat.”

“I feel like I should take my shoes off.” Mindy handed over her coat.

Shayna smiled, kicking off her own low heels. “If you don’t mind?”

Mindy laughed and bent down to pull off her boots, leaving them and her bags by the coat rack. “Hey, less time cleaning, I get that. Especially since you don’t have carpet you can just vacuum.”

“Yeah.” Shayna looked down and rubbed her stocking-covered toe along the grain of the hardwood.

Mindy went to the window, politely ignoring the dying plant and hoping for a view, but she was disappointed. The distance between this building and the one next door was short, so the only interesting views were of the opposite neighbor’s blinds and, down the alley, a glimpse of a tree in Rittenhouse Square.

So she turned and looked at Shayna instead. “This is an amazing location. Great commute, too. Better than mine.”

That made Shayna grin at last. “You work from home.”

“Yes, well, my home isn’t as pretty, is it?”

Shayna sighed and wrapped her arms around herself. “Your home looks like you.”

“Oh, burn,” Mindy said, but her heart wasn’t in it, and Shayna didn’t respond. Mindy crossed the room again to put her hands on Shayna’s shoulders. “Hey, it’s a nice place. You got lucky. I mean, I love my apartment, but it’s kind of in the middle of nowhere. How do you afford a place so close to Rittenhouse?”

That was the wrong question. Shayna tore herself out of Mindy’s grasp and walked through a doorway to the right. She would probably have been stomping if she hadn’t been in stocking feet. “I never should have brought you here.”

Mindy followed her to discover that they were in a tiny kitchen, the appliances gleaming stainless steel, but the walls covered in worn tile and the floor cracked in places. There was almost no space on the counter, but Shayna found a spot to put down her box containing the cupcake.

Mindy stood in the doorway, trying not to stare around at the kitchen. If Shayna didn’t like her place, Mindy wouldn’t make a big deal of it, but her words had still hurt. “Shayna maidele, I love you.”

Shayna turned and lifted her chin to look Mindy in the eyes. “I love you, too.” She crossed her arms over her stomach, her back to the oven door.

“So why wouldn’t you want to bring me to your apartment? It’s part of you.”

Shayna shook her head. “It isn’t me at all.”

“It’s where you live. You cook in this kitchen, right? You read your books on your nice vintage couch?”

“Only for lack of anywhere else to read them. And you know I barely cook.”

Mindy shrugged. “You could always bring a book to my apartment. Wouldn’t that be nice? You sitting on my couch reading a book and me at my desk working?”

“Yeah. That sounds really nice, actually.” Shayna curled in on herself a little more.

“Shayna, you’re lying or you’re not telling me something.” Mindy realized that she was blocking the only escape route and stepped to the left, out of the doorway. Not that there was a lot of room to move, but Shayna was the one who’d walked into the kitchen. What was in the other direction? Her bedroom and bathroom, most likely, but this conversation was so strange that Mindy wasn’t about to go prying around.

And since when did she think looking at stuff in her own girlfriend’s apartment was prying? She’d certainly never been bothered by Shayna looking at all her stuff.

“There’s nothing to tell,” Shayna said. She edged a little toward the door.

“Don’t you trust me?”

Shayna’s eyes locked on hers again. “Of course I trust you. Completely. More than anyone else in the world.”

“Then why not tell me? I promise I won’t judge you or make fun of you. I mean, come on, you know me better than that.”

That got a smile out of her. “I know you well enough to think you will make fun of me.”

“But only if I don’t mean it.”

Shayna nodded reluctantly. “Okay.” But instead of explaining what she wasn’t saying, she turned and padded back out of the kitchen. Mindy followed her at a distance of a few feet, hoping they would go into the bedroom, but Shayna just sat down on the couch, crossing her ankles neatly.

Mindy stood at the end, by the arm. Shayna reached down into the cushions and pulled out a ragged blue blanket, then patted the cushion next to her. Mindy sat down, almost knocking a book off the back of the couch.

Shayna draped the blanket across their laps with a sigh. It was knitted patchwork, all in the same light blue yarn, but each square had a different symbol on it: a Star of David, a hanukkiah, a tree, a heart. It was obviously old and well used; the edging was fraying in some spots, and the middles of some of the symbols were worn thin.

“Your baby blanket?” Mindy asked.

Shayna nodded, staring down at it and rubbing the middle of the heart, which was so thin Mindy could see Shayna’s jeans through it. “My zayde made it for me.”

Mindy tried not to laugh. “Your zayde knits?”

“He said he learned from an old woman on the ship to America, and he would knit for the whole family. I was his first granddaughter, and he was getting pretty arthritic, but he made this blanket for me anyway. I think he made some for my cousins, too, but I’m not close to them, and I don’t know how similar their blankets are.” She gathered up the corners between her fists. “It’s one of the only things here that’s mine.”

Startled, Mindy looked around. She’d almost forgotten about the original topic. “The apartment isn’t yours?”

Shayna shook her head but said nothing.

“The couch? The books are yours. Most of them, anyway.”

“Half of them.”

Mindy reached up for the book that had bumped her head. She held it out to Shayna. “This one’s yours.” It was a fat fantasy book, not one of the Harry Potter books but a title Mindy didn’t recognize.

Shayna smiled as she took it. “Yeah, it is mine.”

Mindy looked up at the shelf for the books her parents had given Shayna. There they were, on the lowest shelf, next to the rest of the Harry Potter books, which seemed to amount to more than the seven Mindy remembered reading. “So who does the rest of this belong to?”

“My parents.”

Mindy turned to look at Shayna again, raising her eyebrows. “The parents you hardly talk to and won’t let me meet?”

“Don’t be mad.”

Mindy swallowed hard. “I’m not mad. I could never be mad at you.”

Shayna put the book down on the arm of the couch and continued fiddling with the blanket. “They pay for almost everything. That way they don’t have to actually listen to my answer when they ask how I’m doing, because they know everything is paid for. It’s the way things have always been for them—since the divorce, anyway. I think when I was a kid they used to actually talk to me and spend time with me, but that was a long time ago.” She shrugged. “And it was before Zayde died and Bubbe went into the home, so maybe it’s just them I’m remembering.”

Mindy put her hand over Shayna’s and gently squeezed. “I’m really not mad. I think I get it.”

“Do you?” Shayna looked up, shaking her head. “You’re on your own. You have your own apartment and you control your own life. You don’t owe anyone anything.”

“I owe money to my parents and Tamar,” Mindy said. Her stomach twisted with guilt again. She really should be working, but with Shayna so upset, how could she consider leaving now?

“That’s not the same.”

“No, you’re right, it’s not, but it could be. You don’t have to rely on them.”

Shayna looked at the blanket again, picking at it with her free hand. “I’m too selfish to separate myself from them. I can’t give up this apartment because I could never afford my own place working part-time at Buttercup Cakery. They can’t hire me full-time for the front and they won’t teach me to work in the kitchen. But I don’t want to look for another job because the one I have now is fun, and it seems like a lot of work to go find a new one. And if I quit, what would I do in the meantime? I’d just be relying on my parents more.”

Mindy took Shayna’s other hand, forcing them both still. “I have the perfect solution.” She couldn’t help grinning. This was so easy, she was just astonished Shayna had never brought it up before.

Shayna met her eyes, one corner of her mouth going up. “Yeah?”

“Move in with me.”

Shayna’s upturned lip dropped and she leaned back, away from Mindy. “Mindy…”

“What? It’s the perfect solution. I’m already supporting myself, like I said, so you wouldn’t need to pitch in on the rent until you could afford to. You would just have to pay for your own food and transportation and everything you pay for now. It might be a long commute, but you could take some time to find another job if you want. And you would be with me all the time! No more taking extra time out of our days to see each other—we’d just be there.” Mindy couldn’t help grinning, so excited by her vision of Shayna in her kitchen, Shayna on her couch, Shayna on her bed.

But Shayna was shaking her head. “It’s not a good idea.”

“It’s a great idea!”

“We’ve never even spent a whole night together—”

“And whose fault is that? I’ve invited you enough times. Come on, it seems so obvious.” Mindy squeezed Shayna’s hands.

Shayna pulled her hands away. “You can’t just drop one person into another person’s life like that.”

“You’re already in my life, sweetheart. That’s not going to change.” Mindy reached for Shayna again, but Shayna got up and stood at the end of the couch.

“Moving in together this early is just asking for trouble.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mindy stood. “We’ve been together for two and a half months—I think we know each other pretty well by now.”

“Two and a half months is nothing! We haven’t spent enough time together to see—we don’t know how our daily routines fit together, if they do.”

“We’re not going to find out any other way.”

Shayna shook her head again. “Moving in together is just going to guarantee that we have a really bad breakup.”

Mindy frowned. “Do you want to break up?”

“No, that’s my whole point! If we rush into things, we’re just going to hate each other.”

“That’s not what you just said. Do you think we can never move in with each other?” Mindy took a step forward.

Shayna stepped back, around to the back of the couch, gripping the upholstery with her fingers. “No, that’s not what I mean. I want to move in with you someday, but…”

Mindy waited, her stomach churning, for Shayna to finish her thought. When she didn’t, Mindy crossed her arms. “But what? What milestone are you waiting for? Do you want to get married?”

Shayna closed her eyes. “Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“That stupid joke about getting married.”

“It’s not a joke!” Mindy was starting to get mad now. “You really think waiting for some arbitrary deadline is going to mean that when we move in together, things will go more smoothly?”

“No, of course not! I mean that we need time to get to know each other better. If we take our time, don’t rush things, then either we’ll get to know each other’s ways and be comfortable living together, or we’ll break up. And if we haven’t moved in together when we break up, it’ll be a lot easier because our stuff won’t be all together.”

“If you want to dump me, just say so!”

“I don’t want to break up!” Tears were standing in Shayna’s eyes. “I love you!”

“I love you, too, so what’s the problem with moving in together?”

“I don’t know if love is enough.”

Mindy shook her head. “If love isn’t enough, what else could be? Do you have to be so cynical about everything?”

“Do you have to be so optimistic about everything?” Shayna shot back. “When has thinking things are going to turn out for the best ever made anything good actually happen?”

“All the time!” Mindy gritted her teeth. “I wouldn’t have had the courage to talk to you at the all-star tryouts if I’d been thinking of how badly things might go all the time. I would never have gotten on my feet as a freelancer if I’d looked at the statistics on how many freelance graphic designers find success.”

“And roller derby? Thinking everything was perfect wasn’t the way to get on the all-star team.”

“I still made it to the tryouts.”

“What about with your last girlfriend? Hannah, right? Did you think everything was going to be bedtime kisses and wedding bells with her, too?”

Ice trickled down Mindy’s spin. “Hannah has nothing to do with this. This is a completely different relationship and you’re a completely different person. Anyway, she and I never could have stayed together.”

Shayna raised her eyebrows. “Why not?”

“She left me to move to New York. I was never going to follow her there.” Mindy rubbed her eyes. “I should go. I have to get back to work.”

“Good.” Shayna’s shoulders relaxed. “I shouldn’t be keeping you here.”

It hurt to have Shayna send her away so easily—Mindy hadn’t even seen her bedroom. But she was hardly going to ask now. It was obvious what was really going on: Shayna didn’t trust Mindy. Why else would she be so private about her apartment—the apartment that wasn’t even really hers—and not be willing to move in with Mindy?

This wasn’t a problem that Mindy knew how to fix. Time might be the only thing that would do it—time and getting to know each other better, like Shayna said.

“Okay.” Mindy made her way slowly back to the coat rack and slipped into her shoes. “I’ll see you on Sunday, then?”

Part of her hoped Shayna would say no. That this was the end. But her heart still lifted when Shayna said, “Of course.”

She put on her coat, gathered up her supplies, and turned to Shayna, expecting a goodbye kiss. But Shayna just stood there behind the couch, and Mindy didn’t want to walk on that nice hardwood floor with her shoes on. In the end, she just nodded and left, taking the shiny brass elevator back downstairs alone.


Chapter 17




Nowhere was safe anymore. Not for Mindy’s brain.

Extra roller-derby practice with Shayna was not exactly back to normal; it was still fun, but things were a little tense between them. And then other people’s relationships intruded—Shelly stepped down as team captain, Tara took over, and suddenly there was all new tension among members of Monstrous Regiment. The new weight lifting regimen definitely wore Mindy out, and jamming still let her blow off a lot of steam… but it was like she couldn’t relax.

She met Shayna at the track where they practiced as usual, and gave her a kiss in the locker room while they both got ready, but she wondered if she was doing the right thing. She felt like Shayna had rejected her by refusing to move in with her—they hadn’t broken up, but was their relationship really going anywhere if Shayna was choosing a living situation she explicitly disliked over Mindy’s apartment with Mindy in it?

If their relationship was doomed anyway, then they should break up. There was no sense in continuing to date and spend time together if the relationship wasn’t going to last—that was time they could be spending doing other things, like work.

Not that Mindy thought the relationship was doomed, of course. But it seemed like that must have been what Shayna thought. If she didn’t trust Mindy, well, Mindy would just have to convince Shayna that she was worth trusting.

“Okay!” She clapped her hands together. “Are we ready to skate?”

Shayna looked at her in surprise, then grinned. “You’re never this enthusiastic.”

“Sure I am.”

“Not about all the extra derby practice. Is it finally starting to be fun for you?”

“It’s always been fun for me,” Mindy protested. “It’s just… more fun when I’m not trying to accomplish something with it.”

Shayna skated toward Mindy, took her hand, and pulled her toward the track. “I’m surprised. I’d think, as a freelancer, you’d be all about the accomplishments.”

Mindy followed without protest. “That’s different.”

“Well, I like the accomplishment. So let’s go.” Shayna positioned them both on the empty track, their wheels on the same line and a few feet of space between them. “Have you done your twenty-seven in five lately?”

Mindy grinned. “It’s been a while.”

“Okay, we’ll see how many laps we can each do in five minutes.” Shayna pulled her phone out, pressed a few things on the screen, and stared at it. “And… go.”

They both took off, skating flat-out, as hard as they could go. Mindy was afraid, for the first few laps, that she would hurt herself by skating without having warmed up first, but as she reached higher speeds and higher exhilaration, she just let herself have fun.

The only problem with having fun was, she forgot to count her laps. She saw Shayna slow to a stop by the first line, pulling her phone out of her pocket, and slowed down, letting herself coast for the last several feet. “How did we do?” she panted.

“I almost hit twenty-eight,” Shayna said, glancing over at her. “How about you?”

“Uh…” Had they passed each other at all? Shayna had been ahead of her at the very end, but how far ahead had she gotten? “Did you pass me at all?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

“Then I got twenty-seven, too.”

Shayna shook her head, rolling her eyes. “You didn’t count?”

“What can I say? I need a coach or a captain or something to keep me on track, or I just drift off.”

They skated back to the locker room, where they’d left their water bottles. After that much intense speed, they needed to sit. Mindy plopped down on the bench and sucked down half her water bottle in one go.

“I guess I should make you go for it by yourself next time,” Shayna said once she’d had some of her own water. “I’ll count and be your coach.”

Mindy grinned. “You’re a good coach. Maybe you should join Monstrous Regiment—we need a new team captain.”

“What happened to Shelly?”

Mindy shook her head, wishing she hadn’t brought it up. “She doesn’t want to be captain anymore, apparently. It sucks—she’s a great captain. But we can’t force her to stay on if she doesn’t want to.”

“No, of course not. Well, I’m not switching teams, but I hope you get a good captain.”

“Thanks.” Mindy took a deep breath, glad Shayna hadn’t decided to push further. “Let’s get back on the track.” She stood.

Shayna stood up with her, but she was still frowning. “If you can’t push yourself in derby without external accountability, how do you do it in your work?”

“That’s part of the reason I have a membership in a coworking space,” Mindy said. “If I go there, I have to work. And I go there most days—if I don’t show up, people notice.”

“You can’t have started out there.”

Mindy shrugged. “I just pushed myself. I knew I had to do it if I wanted to make a living and not get a stupid job.”

“You just seem like you’d do a lot better with the external force of having a job and a boss.”

“Well, maybe I would, and that’s why I haven’t paid back my family yet. Is that what you want to know?”

Shayna pushed backward on her skate a few feet. “No. I’m just wondering what exactly motivates you, so you can use it for roller derby. And because… I’m kind of jealous. I don’t have anything that motivates me the way you’re motivated to work.”

Mindy followed her but stopped short of getting close enough to touch. “You’re a lot more motivated to get good at roller derby than I am.”

“Because I thought I’d make it onto the all-star team, but I didn’t.” Shayna tossed her ponytail and smiled. “Maybe you just have to hit my ego to motivate me.”

“Doesn’t it bother your ego to be living in an apartment your parents pay for, instead of getting a better job and living with your girlfriend?” The words were out before Mindy could hold them back—but she couldn’t regret having said them, since they were true.

Shayna’s face fell. “Mindy…”

Mindy shook her head. “Let’s do some more skating. What exercise should we do next? Did you have something in mind?” She skated past Shayna to get on the track.

Shayna followed her. “You can’t just fling that at me and then act like you didn’t say anything.”

“We’ve been doing a good job avoiding it so far. Why let my screw-up stop us now?” Mindy tried to push down the resentment simmering inside her. “Anyway, we’re supposed to be here to practice skating. If we’re not going to practice, I should go home and do some work.”

“I thought you liked spending time with me.”

“I do. Of course I do. But I’m getting behind on things and…” She took a deep breath. “The money’s not coming in like I thought it would be.”

Shayna frowned and took another step, closer to her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. I know that’s important. Why don’t we cut things short today? The next all-star tryouts won’t be for months, so I don’t think a short practice in January is going to harm our chances.”

Mindy shook her head and took Shayna’s hands. “No, this is important to you. And you’ve inspired me, too. I want us both to get really good.”

Shayna’s lips turned up just a little. “I inspired you? I was doing this on my own for a couple of weeks before you finally joined me.”

Mindy couldn’t help grinning. “Okay, Gayle and Megan inspired me, because they were good before they went out to the all-star team, but when they got back they were a lot better. It seemed like less fun skating alongside them and comparing myself, so I figured if I got a lot better, it would be more fun. It was the same way with art in college—I practiced a lot and stretched myself because I kept comparing myself to the other students, and the more I did, the more fun it got.”

She had really reached for the comparison, trying to come up with it only because that seemed to be the best way to make Shayna understand how she was feeling—but she surprised herself by suddenly grasping how true it was. She had worked hard in college, just like she did now, and she had and still did compare herself to other artists, but she’d never realized that art was more fun the better at it she got. She’d always thought that art was always fun no matter what—and it was, just like roller derby, but for both she had more fun the more she developed her skills.

“Okay,” Shayna said, grinning now as well. “That’s pretty awesome. See, I really wish I had something like that.”

“Your something can be me.” Mindy pulled her close and wrapped her arms around her. She bit her tongue, though, before asking Shayna to move in with her again. She still hadn’t managed to get Shayna to spend the night; she didn’t want to push them back into a fight again.

Shayna looked up at her. “How come every time I think I’m going to have a fight with you, you say something sweet like that?”

“It’s impossible to stay mad at me,” Mindy said. “I’m too perfect.”

Laughing, Shayna reached up and pulled Mindy’s head down to kiss her. “Yeah. That’s true. Okay, come on.” She pulled herself out of Mindy’s grip. “Let’s do some falling drills. We can’t slack off now!”


Chapter 18




“Shayna?” Mindy walked past the track for her next practice with Shayna, head down in her sketchbook, unable to take her eyes away from the drawing she was working on. She’d started it on the subway and couldn’t stop working. She needed to get this right, now that the idea was in her head, before it slipped away.

“Mindy? Hey, watch out.” Mindy felt Shayna’s hand on her shoulder, guiding her through the doorway to the locker room. “You all right?”

Mindy nodded and made a few more lines. “Thanks, shayna maidele. I need to work on this for a bit, okay?” She found the bench with her shin and sat down on it, finally dropping the derby bag that she’d been carrying awkwardly over one arm. “This is where my head is right now. As soon as I get my head out of this drawing, I swear, I’ll be all over practice with you.”

“It’s okay, sweetheart.” Shayna sat down on the bench next to her and kissed her shoulder. “Take your time. I know this is your thing. Do you mind if I watch?”

“Not at all, but you might get bored.” She erased a bit, then sketched a little more, extending the character’s nose to cartoonish depths.

“Never,” Shayna said softly.

Mindy zoned back in to the drawing, letting her focus go entirely there—though she wasn’t focused as deep as she normally would be, either at home or at ArriveSpace. And that wasn’t a bad thing. She could still hear Shayna’s soft breathing, steadying and soothing her as she brought the cartoon to life.

After several minutes, she decided she was happy with the state of the sketch—she’d at least captured the image that two people fighting on the subway had brought to mind. Later, she would scan it in to her computer, ink the lines, probably tweak them some more, and add color. Then she’d try to sell it. She had no idea who or what she would sell it to, but at least creating a cartoon that was all her was better than the five to seven designs she produced a week to the contest website that ended up not being chosen for the project.

She took a deep breath and closed the sketchbook, then turned to see Shayna still staring at her. Mindy managed a smile. “Sorry to make you wait, doll.”

That made Shayna smirk. “Doll? That’s not the right decade for either of us.”

“Yeah, but it suits you, with your pretty little lips.” Mindy threw her arm around Shayna’s shoulder and kissed her on those lips. She felt good all over; she’d created something and things seemed to be back to the comfortable norm with her girlfriend.

“But we should get to practice,” Mindy added, realizing there was just one more thing to make her day perfect. “You didn’t have to wait.”

“I told you, I don’t mind,” Shayna said, standing and stretching. “In fact, I kind of enjoyed watching you draw. You’re even more you when you draw.”

“Even more me?”

Shayna nodded. “You’re not trying to impress me or come up with something clever to say to me. Not that I think you’re faking, not really, but it seems like when you’re working, everything comes from your core.”

“Huh.” Mindy stood up, but she couldn’t get started changing right away. She couldn’t stop staring at Shayna. “You really mean it, don’t you?”

“Of course I do. When do I ever not mean what I say?”

“When you’re being sarcastic.” Mindy grinned. “But I recognize your sarcastic voice, and this isn’t it. So, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. But I think you’re making this a bigger deal than it needs to be.” Shayna raised her eyebrows.

Mindy shrugged. “Maybe. But I worry, when I’m really deep into my art, that I’m not paying enough attention to you.” And yet, when she had been deep into it just then, the only other thing she could pay attention to was Shayna’s breathing. It hadn’t taken away from her focus, but it had been indisputably there.

Shayna rolled her eyes. “Please. You pay plenty of attention to me. Not that I’m complaining, of course, but my ego can take a break from the fawning every once in a while.”

That made Mindy snort and broke the spell so she could start changing. “I think the only thing your ego can’t take is losing at roller derby. Oops—I shouldn’t have even suggested that’s possible.”

Shayna smacked her in the arm, laughing. “If that’s the way you feel, then I’ll meet you on the track, and by the time you get out there I’ll have done five laps already, just to show you.”

“Oh yeah?” Mindy sped her movements up, getting into her clothes and sitting down to lace up her skates. “I’ll do another ten laps around you, just to get you back.”

“Yeah, we’ll see about that!” Shayna skated out of the locker room. Mindy was only a moment behind her, but Shayna was already halfway around the track.

Mindy skated after her, and four laps later, she’d finally caught up. She threw her arms around Shayna’s waist and pulled her close. They were both laughing as they crashed into the protective wall.

“Hey!” Shayna looked up at Mindy. “You don’t have all your gear on. That’s cheating.”

“What? I’m fine.”

Shayna pointed at her mouth. “You didn’t put in your mouth guard. What if you fall on your face and break your teeth?”

“What, you don’t think dental implants are sexy?” Mindy kissed her. Admittedly, the fact that Shayna was wearing her own mouth guard diminished the pleasure somewhat, but she liked being able to move her own lips.

“Go get your mouth guard,” Shayna said. “I’ll set up some jumps for us. Might as well practice those today, while I’m thinking about how we shouldn’t fall on our faces.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mindy skated back to the locker room to grab her mouth guard out of its case.

When she returned, Shayna had set up a pretty decent-looking obstacle course with mats and cones, so they would have to either jump or do some tight precision skating to get around each obstacle. Mindy was a blocker, but she played pivot sometimes, and she supposed this would be a useful drill for a jammer—if the pack had fallen in a tangle, being able to jump over or skate around the blockers and opposing jammer would be an easy way to rack up the points.

And she definitely needed to keep her jammer skills up, not just focus exclusively on blocking, if she wanted a shot at the all-star team. They needed all their skills. She was pretty sure she’d actually seen Gayle play jammer in a scrimmage or two since they’d come back from the tournament.

“Ready to go?” Shayna called. Mindy grinned to show that she had her bright pink mouth guard in place.

Shayna gave her a thumbs-up. “All right, see if you can catch me!”

Mindy’s eyes widened as Shayna sped off toward the obstacle course. Chasing each other around the track was one thing, but over and around the obstacles?

Shayna jumped the first set of mats with ease, then turned back and waved mockingly at Mindy. Mindy shook her head. She couldn’t let herself be left behind.

For the next fifteen minutes, Mindy chased Shayna through the obstacle course, back around the rest of the track, and then through the obstacle course again. She didn’t catch up once, but she started to understand how this drill could be useful for a blocker, too. In her imagined scenario, in which most of the pack had tangled and fallen, if she were the only blocker still on her feet, she might need to keep ahead of the opposing team’s jammer. She could be preventing the other team from scoring as many points as possible, or even stopping the other jammer from becoming lead jammer.

Of course, if they were going to skate like this, she would probably be penalized for leaving the pack. But in a real match situation, the pack would disentangle themselves and be up again long before she made her way around the entire track.

Good thing, too, because her legs were screaming and her lungs were burning all over again. She almost didn’t realize that Shayna had rolled to a stop—and then when she did realize it, she let herself crash into Shayna anyway.

Shayna laughed as they caught each other, but her laugh was breathless. “I think that’s enough for today. It’s getting late.”

“Can’t argue with that. But I caught you.” Mindy kissed her. “What do I win?”

“We can take a break, and then you can help me put back the obstacles.”

“Yeah, that’s fair.” They skated slowly around the track, back to the locker room to drink their water and sit for a few minutes. Mindy’s muscles un-knotted as she relaxed, and they took their skates off before putting the obstacles back where they belonged. That gave them an upper-body workout, too. Mindy thought ruefully of the time before she’d started doing this extra practice with Shayna.

But she knew she was getting better every time, and she’d never have been able to do that without Shayna pushing her.

Much as she wanted to go home and get to work, it was hard to resist Shayna when she was right there. After they changed, she turned to Shayna with a grin. “So I don’t know if that was really a good prize. I’m sure you can come up with something else.”

Shayna’s mouth twitched up on one side. “Actually, I can.”

“Is it better than cupcakes?”

“I want to spend the night with you,” Shayna held up her hand to forestall Mindy’s excitement. “This isn’t a prelude to moving in. Not necessarily. But you’re right—it doesn’t make sense to hold back. I want to be with you, I’m just nervous. So is that okay?”

“Of course you can spend the night.” Mindy’s heart was exploding with joy, but she tried her best to hold it in so Shayna couldn’t see how excited she was. If Shayna was nervous, Mindy jumping up and down with excitement was only going to make it worse.

“I’d say we could go to my place—it’s closer—but…” Shayna grimaced.

Mindy put her hands on Shayna’s shoulders, forcing her to meet her eyes. “Shayna, if you really want me to spend the night at your apartment, I’d love to. But you’re the one who doesn’t feel like the place is yours. If you’re just trying to check off a box on some relationship checklist…”

Shayna shook her head quickly. “No. I really want to spend the night with you. I do love you, and I want to see what things are like between us when we’re more normal.”

Mindy grinned. “I’m always normal.”

“You know what I mean.” Shayna swatted at her. “When we’re not going out especially to see each other. On our first dates we were way outside our comfort zones, remember?”

“Of course I remember,” Mindy said softly. She didn’t think she would ever forget that first date with Shayna, having sex in the bathroom of the cheesy club—but she hoped she would never forget any moment with Shayna.

“And I fell for you anyway. But I want to make sure that we still like each other first thing in the morning when we haven’t had our coffee or brushed our teeth.”

Mindy took a deep breath. Now she was starting to get nervous, even though Shayna had seen her first thing in the morning—her morning. “If you’re not sure if you’ll like me then, maybe you are just checking a box.”

“I also went to spend time with you. I want to spend all day with you. I want to see you in your natural habitat, when you’re not going out of your way to pay attention to me.” Shayna’s grin went lopsided. “And, of course, I want to make sure you still want me when I’m hungry and scratching my ass and ignoring you.”

Mindy pulled her close and kissed her. “I’ll always want you. I want you right now.”

“Then let’s hurry back to your apartment, huh?”




They did make a detour—the spontaneous plan meant Shayna had only brought her roller-derby stuff with her. They had to stop at Shayna’s place to pick up clothes for the next day, her toothbrush, her fancy body wash, and whatever other little sundries she needed.

Mindy didn’t make a peep of complaint, not even when they rode that disturbing brass-mirrored elevator all the way up. Even though it was a longer wait until she could get back to work. Because she was finally getting her Shayna in her home. She was going to get that daydream of her working at her desk by the window and Shayna lounging on the couch with a book.

When Shayna emerged from the bathroom with her bag packed, though, Mindy did have to step back and take a deep breath. They had to face all of the facts. “I know you said you want to see what I’m like when I’m not paying attention to you, but you realize I’m going to actually have to work, right? Earlier, I was trying to get things done as quickly as possible so I could pay attention to you again. But when I’m really working, you might be a distraction. I might need to put on headphones, so I can’t even hear you if you want something.”

Shayna smiled, walked closer, and kissed Mindy on the cheek. “You didn’t think of that when you asked me to move in with you a couple weeks ago, did you?”

“If we lived together, that would be different. That would be our normal life. This is a date, it’s just a date that’s at my apartment.”

Shayna shook her head. “Do you really think there’s such a clear-cut line?”

“I want this to work out,” Mindy said honestly. “I want you to understand what you’re getting into.”

“I know, sweetheart. I promise that’s what I want. I mean, it’s what I want to try out, to see if we can both handle it.” She grabbed her book off the back of the couch. “I think that I’m going to enjoy just being in the same room with you, and I want to see if I’m right about that.”

“Well, okay. Let’s go, then.”

Mindy was glad to get out of the fancy apartment building, then even gladder to get on the subway, even though it was a long and smelly ride home. She was with Shayna. And Shayna smelled good—even covered in sweat.

She practically dragged Shayna into the apartment building, up the stairs, and into her place. Shayna laughed as Mindy pulled her to the bed. “We’re both gross! We should shower.”

“We’re just going to get grosser,” Mindy said, climbing up next to Shayna. “Might as well get all sticky, then wash it all off, huh?” She nuzzled Shayna’s neck and ear, sending hot breaths over her flushed skin.

Shayna shivered all over. “You were supposed to get back to work. This is supposed to be like a normal day.”

“Believe me, shayna maidele, if you move in, this will be a normal day.” Mindy stripped off Shayna’s damp tank top, then undid the clasp of her bra, peeling it off carefully to reveal those lush breasts.

“I don’t know,” Shayna said, pulling off Mindy’s clothes as she spoke. “If we just have sex all the time, how will we be able to do anything else?”

Mindy sucked one of Shayna’s nipples into her mouth before answering. “We won’t need to do anything else. Sleep, eat, work, fuck. I’ll work the whole time you’re at the bakery and on the bus, and that way we’ll both have good schedules, right?”

Shayna wriggled under Mindy’s ministrations. “You skipped roller derby.”

“Who needs derby? I’ve got the distraction I need right here.” Mindy dived between Shayna’s thighs.

“Is that what roller derby is to you?”

Mindy sighed gustily so that her breath rolled over Shayna’s vulva. She was satisfied with the squirm it produced, but much as she wasn’t interested in conversation right now, she didn’t want to make Shayna think she was ignoring her. “Can we talk about this later? Not that it isn’t an interesting topic, but I’ve got a naked girlfriend in front of me right now.”

Shayna giggled and opened her legs to let Mindy in. “I guess we can put off the deep conversation for—oh…”

Mindy could just see Shayna throw her head back as she went to work with her tongue, lapping all around Shayna’s inner folds and up and over her clitoris. She sucked Shayna’s sweet-salty juices, curling her tongue around that swollen nub. Shayna was so lush, so sexy, so incredibly delightful. Mindy had no idea how she’d gotten so lucky.

And she always kept her promises. Much better than Mindy’s previous girlfriends. She doubled down, pressing and stroking with her tongue until Shayna was screaming. Harder and faster, she thought. She had to make Shayna the happiest girl in the world—as happy as she deserved to be.

Shayna’s scream, as she came apart around Mindy, was everything she wanted to hear.


Chapter 19




Mindy awoke to the delicious smell of coffee.

Her phone wasn’t going off and she had no reason to get up at any particular time, but the blankets were rumpled in an unfamiliar way, and as long as it had been since she’d had overnight company, she recognized the feeling. She recognized a few other feelings, too: she was dehydrated, her eyes were gummy, and her hair was a tangled mess.

Still, she crawled out of bed, put pants on, and walked out to the living room, then past it to the kitchen. Sure enough, Shayna was standing there, staring at the coffee machine. Mindy felt warmth all over at the sight of her girlfriend in a thong and T-shirt in her kitchen.

She walked up and slid her arms around Shayna’s waist. “Morning, gorgeous.”

“Hey.” Shayna glanced up at her with a smile. “I was going to make pancakes, but you don’t have any flour.”

“Coffee is all I need.”

“You need calories, too.”

“So I’ll put cream in my coffee.”

Shayna snorted. “Okay, I need more calories than that.”

“Do you want to go out and get bagels or something?” The coffee machine beeped, and Mindy reluctantly removed her arms from Shayna to get two mugs out of the cabinet.

Shayna didn’t respond. She was still staring at the coffee machine.

Mindy pulled out the carafe and poured both mugs full with room, then went to the fridge for the cream. “Did you want cream?” she asked as she poured some into her own.

“Yeah.”

She poured the cream, then held Shayna’s mug out to her. “You can add the sugar yourself. I don’t like mine sweet, so I don’t know how much is good.”

That made Shayna half smile as she looked around the kitchen. “Where is the… oh, I see it.” She grabbed the sugar, opened drawers until she found the spoons, then scooped a generous spoonful of sugar into her coffee and stirred.

Mindy leaned against the counter, taking a deep drink of the life-enriching liquid. She felt better already. “Once you move in with me, you’ll get to know where everything is pretty quickly.”

Shayna stared into her mug, not drinking. “If I moved in with you, we would have to buy flour. I would want to make pancakes at least once a week.”

“See? There are many benefits.”

“You can’t afford to buy food for me and yourself.”

“I never offered to be your sugar mama. You—”

Shayna put down her mug so hard that pale coffee sloshed over the side and spilled on the counter. There was a moment of shocked silence, when Mindy had no idea what to say.

“Sorry,” Shayna said quietly.

Mindy reached behind her shoulder and tore a couple of paper towels off the roll. “No need to apologize. It’s not a big mess. Trash can’s under the sink.”

Shayna nodded and sopped up the spilled coffee with the paper towels. Mindy watched her until she’d finally had a sip of coffee. That would make her feel better.

“Anyway, you have a job,” Mindy said. “Remember, I had it all planned out. You can pay for your share of the food. If you’re going to be cooking, I’ll probably be spending less on food anyway. I get processed food way more than I should. See, moving in together is the way of wise money management. I know you appreciate that.”

Shayna stared into her mug. “I appreciate that you’re a good money manager. I know you are. But I don’t know anything about it. I told you my parents pay for everything.”

Mindy frowned. “They pay for your apartment. They don’t buy your food. Do they?”

“If I need money at the end of the month, my dad will just pay off my credit card for me. And they send me gifts—my mom sends me shoes, my dad bought half my derby gear. It’s just the way they show affection.”

“Can they afford that?”

Shayna looked up. “Oh, they’re fine. They’re corporate lawyers and they each have at least one accountant.” She looked so sad that Mindy put her mug down and took a step toward her, but Shayna held her own mug in front of her like a shield. “I have a degree in history and I’ve never used it, because I didn’t pay anything for college and it didn’t mean anything to me. I don’t have a plan like you do. I don’t have a focus.”

“That’s okay,” Mindy said, completely baffled. “You don’t need one. You can just do jobs that get you through the day. I was lucky enough to find something I love and can work hard at, but not everyone gets that.”

Shayna shook her head. “I’ve always done things just because I like them. I don’t know how to work hard.”

Mindy raised her eyebrows. “You work hard at roller derby.”

“I can’t make a living at roller derby.”

“There are roller derby jobs. You could sell derby gear or something.” Mindy tried to come up with ideas for jobs Shayna could look for, but all she could think of was Megan’s job at a skate shop, and if Shayna was already upset, she didn’t want to bring up Megan. She took another drink of her coffee.

“I don’t want to do that. Making money from anything related to roller derby would sully it. It wouldn’t be my escape anymore.”

“Money isn’t an evil thing, you know. It’s just a tool. You use it to get roller skates and Girl Scout cookies, because no one will trade a cupcake directly for a set of skates.”

Shayna took a step back, still holding her mug in front of her lovely chest. “That’s exactly it. It’s a tool that separates people. I can’t rely on you for money.”

Mindy stared at her. Was that what this was all about? She thought living together would push them apart if she relied on Mindy for money? “You can rely on your parents for money, but not your girlfriend? I told you I loved you—don’t you believe it? You don’t believe your parents do.”

“I separated from them a long time ago,” Shayna said, her voice rising. “They chose that. They chose to make money their only way to relate to me. They chose to divorce and take my family away from me.”

“I’m not going to divorce you.”

“How do you know that?” Shayna’s voice spiraled higher. “They were married for ten years and nothing, not even their daughter who loved them, could keep them in the same house any longer than that.”

Alarmed, Mindy stepped forward and took the mug gently out of Shayna’s hands, setting it aside so she could hug Shayna close. “It won’t be like that. We won’t be like that. I promise I’ll never leave you.”

Shayna shook her head, pressing her face into Mindy’s breastbone. “You can’t promise something like that. People change. What if I held you to your promise and in ten years you hated me and we were stuck in misery because you wouldn’t leave?”

Mindy took a deep breath, holding her tight. “Okay, you’re right, but people don’t change completely, all at once. I may not be able to promise that we’ll always be perfect together, but I can promise that I’ll never use money as a tool to put space between us. Money will never be a substitute for love for us. That’s just not the way my mind works. If I have to put something in to replace love, it’ll be cookies.”

Shayna made a noise against Mindy’s shirt that could have been a laugh or a sob or a snort. “You can’t just say that and make it be true forever.”

“Why not?” Mindy’s arms tightened even further around Shayna. “Why can’t you just believe me that the way I feel doesn’t change?”

“Because that’s not how people are!” Shayna pushed herself away from Mindy until she could stare up into her face. “People are selfish and they’ll just use others to get what they want!”

“Is that what you think of me?” Mindy let go of Shayna. “I’m not your parents, Shayna. I don’t know how many ways I have to tell you that. How can you be so cynical about everything?”

“How can you be an optimist about everything?” Shayna shook her head, taking a step back. “This—us—you only see the way you want things to happen, and you don’t accept any other explanation.”

“And what other way am I supposed to see things? I’m looking at what really happens.”

“No, you’re looking at what you want to happen. The way things will be if everything is perfect and nothing changes.” Shayna held out her palm and stabbed her fingers into it for emphasis. “Roller derby. Your job. Our relationship. You just think that they’re going to go on the way they always have and you don’t have to change anything.”

“That’s not true.” Mindy stepped back, stung. “I don’t think our relationship is going to be perfect forever—I know we’ll have to work at it. But I love you, and I’m willing to put in the work.”

“You don’t show it.”

“I work hard at my job every day. If I’m not successful, I change what I’m doing. You’ve seen me work.” Just last night, Mindy’s dream had come true—she’d worked at her desk for hours while Shayna read on the couch and even brought her a soda and a snack before heading to bed. She’d thought the whole situation was blissful. Maybe Shayna hadn’t felt the same.

Before Shayna could argue, she continued. “And you can’t say that I’m not working hard at roller derby. I didn’t think I needed to until I had evidence otherwise. And your cynicism about our relationship isn’t evidence that I need to do something different.”

“Your optimism isn’t evidence that everything is always going to stay the same.”

Mindy shook her head. “If you don’t like my optimism, why are you even dating me?”

“It’s fun. Or it was fun, until I saw how you used it on everything important.” Shayna looked away. “Aren’t you ever scared of anything? Don’t you ever think that something is going to go wrong?”

Mindy closed her eyes. “I can’t think that way. That’s just going to invite it to happen. If I only focus on the good things, then those are the only things I will make happen.” In her mind’s eyes, she was repeating the scene the day Hannah had left her. She’d come home to find Hannah’s things packed in suitcases, every sign of her presence scrubbed from the apartment they’d been sharing. She’d said she was going to New York.

She’d never given Mindy a chance to say yes or no.

Mindy had worried about her relationship with Hannah, had seen some problems in the way Hannah had stopped kissing her or welcoming her to bed after she’d been hard at work on some design project, but she’d been afraid to talk about it. And talking about it wouldn’t have helped. There was nothing she could have done to keep Hannah from leaving.

But that didn’t matter now. It was a good thing. If Hannah hadn’t gone to New York and met a new girl and gotten married—if Hannah hadn’t left, Mindy wouldn’t have had the chance to meet Shayna, and Shayna was worth a thousand Hannahs.

“But if you don’t plan for the bad things, then what do you do when they do happen?”

“I… I deal with them. They always turn out better in the end.” Mindy grabbed Shayna’s hand. “There’s no point in worrying about them because I can always handle anything bad when it comes.”

But Shayna was shaking her head, backing away, pulling her hand out of Mindy’s grasp. “No, you don’t. You laugh it off. You say it isn’t your fault.”

Mindy followed her back through the living room and into the hall. “I do not!”

“That’s exactly what you did when we didn’t make it onto the all-star team. You just said it had nothing to do with us. That’s not dealing with it, Mindy. That’s just ignoring the problem and hoping it will go away.” Shayna stepped back, through the doorway to Mindy’s bedroom.

“Well… I…” Mindy was speechless, and she was pissed. She didn’t know why Shayna had to judge her on that. She might not be the world’s greatest derby player, but she was getting better, and that was all because of Shayna.

She followed her into the bedroom, taking a deep breath, but her heart lurched and she forgot what she was going to say when she saw Shayna getting dressed. It wasn’t the sight of her gorgeous tits being strapped into a bra that stopped her—it was the look in her eyes, hard and cool, like she wasn’t going to listen to anything else.

She finished getting her clothes on and looked at Mindy. Mindy couldn’t think of a single thing to say. Nothing that she thought Shayna would listen to.

“You need to realize that the world isn’t all sunshine and roses,” Shayna said. “I don’t know how I can be with you if you won’t face the real world.”

“And what about you?” Mindy snapped, her anger overtaking her. “You ignore what’s really in front of you—you just assume that no one has good intentions! The world isn’t out to hurt you, but you’re acting like it is!”

Shayna grabbed her bag and pushed past Mindy in the hallway. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

“What? Shayna, just listen to me. We can work this out.” Mindy followed her once again, unable to think of anything to do but stay as close to Shayna as she could.

Shayna shook her head, reaching for the doorknob. “No, we can’t talk about this. You’ll just get mad at me and I’ll deserve it.”

“Now who’s being selfish?” Mindy wanted to grab Shayna, to pull her back inside, but that wouldn’t do any good.

Shayna wrenched the door open and glared over her shoulder at Mindy. “That’s right. I am selfish. That’s why I can’t do this. I can’t rely on you, Mindy.”

“Why the hell not? I’m reliable!”

Shayna shook her head. “I can’t make you do that. It’s my parents’ job to take care of me, but it’s not yours.”

“It could be,” Mindy said, but she knew neither of them would like that even as she said it. She just had to say anything to keep Shayna from leaving.

“No, it couldn’t.” Shayna swallowed. “I’m just leaving right now because I don’t want to hate you, Mindy. We’ll talk later when we’ve both calmed down.”

She shut the door behind her. Mindy stood there stunned for a moment. Had that been a tear trickling down Shayna’s cheek? Mindy had to keep her from running away. She opened the door and ran down the hall, but Shayna was already gone.


Chapter 20




Mindy’s head throbbed as she sat down on the bench in the locker room and unscrewed the top of a brightly-colored drink claiming electrolyte power. She wasn’t normally a sports-drink person, but today, the ones in the track’s vending machine had drawn her eye. She knew she was dehydrated from coffee and crying and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, so chugging sports drinks was—hopefully—exactly what she needed. She wouldn’t be able to play very well without calories.

Dehydration aside, she was playing well; she knew her extra practices with Shayna were helping. Tara was pretty demanding—almost as good a captain as Shelly had been—but Mindy was still keeping up with all of her drills. The fact that she kept feeling like she was about to fall over just made her more determined.

As she tipped her head back and slurped down the last of the brightly-colored sugar water, Kristine sat down on the bench next to her. Once Mindy had straightened up again, Kristine nudged her shoulder. “Hey, you okay? You’ve been really quiet today.”

“I have?” Mindy screwed the top onto the drink bottle, looked at the trash can, and decided not to try to throw it from here if she was off her game.

“Yeah, you didn’t even laugh when Christy said she felt like worse shit than the meconium-covered infant she helped deliver this morning.”

Mindy smiled. That did sound really gross. “I must have missed that.” She’d been thinking about Shayna, and money, and whether she was really going to see her girlfriend again.

“So what’s wrong?”

She sighed and looked down at the drink bottle. “I had a fight with my girlfriend.”

“Oh, the hottie from the Rittenhouse Rioters?”

Mindy sighed as an image of Shayna in her derby gear swam into her mind’s eye. “Yeah, that’s her.”

“You didn’t break up, did you?”

“I don’t think so.”

Kristine sucked a tooth. “It’s like that, huh? I’m really sorry, that sucks. I shouldn’t tease you about it.”

Mindy smiled again and nudged Kristine with her shoulder. “Please, if I can’t handle being teased about it I’m probably dead and you should start looking for my replacement on the team.”

“Who’s getting replaced on the team?” Leave it to their new team captain to hear the worst part of that conversation. Tara rolled over to them, eyebrows so high they were practically in her hairline. “Mindy, please don’t tell me you’re quitting.”

Mindy shook her head quickly. “It was a joke. I love this team, I wouldn’t quit.”

Tara sighed. “Oh, good. The team is getting messed up enough as it is, and I don’t want to have to try holding together a team with a lot of turnover in my first month as captain!”

Mindy’s eyes widened and she and Kristine shared a glance. “Is there some other turnover?”

“Tiffany might be leaving,” Tara said with a grimace. “We don’t necessarily need to replace her right away… but if she doesn’t change her mind, we’ll be holding tryouts in a couple of weeks instead of a regular Saturday practice. That’s cool, right?”

“Cool with me,” Mindy said, but she didn’t like the idea of anyone on the team leaving. She didn’t know Tiffany all that well, but Tara was right that the team had been shaken up enough lately. Maybe Tiffany would change her mind like Gayle had.

“Anyway, let’s get back on the track,” Tara said. “Good work out there lately, Mindy, but don’t push yourself too hard, okay? You look like you’re fading today.”

“Thanks,” Mindy said sarcastically, but Tara was already heading back to the track, calling for the rest of the team to join her.

Kristine stood up and pulled Mindy to her feet, which made Mindy grin, considering she had almost half a foot on Kristine. “You didn’t notice that Tiffany’s been kind of annoyed lately?” Kristine asked.

Mindy shook her head. “I really am out of it. But hey, my skating is getting better.” Despite her sarcastic response, Tara’s compliment had been good to hear.

“Yeah, it is. Come on.” Kristine tugged her arm as they headed back toward the track. “And I know you—you’ll be okay no matter what happens. You always put the best face on things.”

“Yeah,” Mindy said, but she didn’t know anymore if that meant she would be okay.




Mindy had held off, but that night when she got home from roller derby, she sent Shayna a text. Hey. You doing OK?

She refused to let herself wait for a response, instead digging deep back into the design project she’d been working on. It was almost two in the morning when she sent the final draft back to the client, so she went right to sleep. Early in the morning, though, a chime rang by her ear.

She sat up almost instantly—she must not have been sleeping well—and grabbed for her phone. Shayna had just texted her back. I’m OK. Thanks. You?

Surviving, she texted back, in such haste that her thumbs slipped and she had to rely on autocorrect to make sure her words were readable. Want to come over?

I have to work, was the response, a few minutes later.

After?

Not today.

Mindy took in a deep breath. She could handle this. She could. OK. Hope work goes well.

Now that she was awake, she started to get ready for her day, making coffee and getting a quick shower. When she got out, Shayna had texted, It never will. It never does.

Mindy frowned. Shayna was cynical, sure, but she’d never seemed to hate her job quite this much. If it sucks, get a new one, she texted back.

Right, because that’s so easy.

Mindy didn’t have a response to that. It wasn’t easy, and she knew it. She texted back a quick Love you and, afraid of not getting the response she wanted, put her headphones on and checked her email.

No response from last night’s client, but she had an email from her favorite client asking for graphics for a website. It was a project that would take a long time—lots of different graphics—but it would have a unifying theme, and they wanted her draft of the theme and a header by Monday morning. They had a few colors and other design suggestions, but in general they were giving her free rein. In excitement, she wrote back immediately with her acceptance, assuming they agreed to her rate for the project.

She didn’t wait to hear whether they liked the rate or not, diving right in to work on the project. She just had three days to do a lot of work, but she knew she could handle it. She’d done projects like this in less time.

It wasn’t until her growling stomach forced her off the computer and toward the kitchen that she saw the text from Shayna. Love you, too.

Mindy breathed more easily.




The next morning, Mindy was working at ArriveSpace—well, actually, she was in the middle of a conversation with Dena and Alex, but she was at ArriveSpace when her phone rang. She frowned, looked at it, and saw “Shayna.”

She jumped up, waving her hand at Dena and Alex and rushing out of the main room to a place where she could hear the phone. “Shayna?”

“Mindy? I’m sorry, I’m calling from work, so I can’t talk long if a customer comes in.”

Mindy’s heart beat faster at the idea that Shayna had wanted to talk to her so badly that she couldn’t wait until she was done at work. “That’s fine. I’m getting ready for derby anyway.”

“Oh, that’s right, you have practice in the morning and weight lifting in place of a match at night, right?”

“Yeah, that’s how things are, and Tara will chew me out if I miss one. But you’re welcome to come join us if you want to try your hand at the weights.”

“Um, I think I’ll pass. Can I come over afterward?”

“Of course!” Mindy’s heart leapt. “I won’t be home until around nine-thirty, though.”

“That’s perfect. I’ll bring you food to make up to you.”

“Sweetie, you don’t have to make up to me.”

“But I want to. Not a cupcake, though. I am so incredibly sick of cupcakes.”

Mindy snorted. “I’m totally cool with that. Bring whatever you want, or don’t bring, as long as you show up. Were you going to stay the night?”

“If that’s okay.”

Mindy’s heart soared, but then fell again as she remembered the design project. She had a lot of work to do, she and the client had agreed to terms, and she couldn’t afford to let them down. “I’d love it, but I will have to work kind of a lot.”

“Oh, that’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mindy, I love how dedicated you are to your job, and I love watching you work. As I recall, you really like having me around when you work, too.”

“Yeah, but I don’t know if you’re really comfortable with missing out on my attention.”

“I promise it’s fine, Mindy. If I hate it, I’ll tell you so specifically, okay?”

Mindy chewed her lip. She wasn’t sure if she was satisfied with that answer. But before she could continue the discussion, Shayna spoke again, this time in a whisper.

“Sorry, a customer just came in. We’ll talk tonight, okay?”

“Okay,” Mindy said, but she thought Shayna had already hung up on her. She put her phone into her derby bag, frowning. Well, at least they would be able to talk more easily when Shayna came over—she hoped.


Chapter 21




Mindy was pleasantly exhausted when she got home from lifting weights that night. Her arms were a bit wobbly, so it took her a while to find her keys in her bag, especially since she was distracted by her thoughts of having a nice, hot shower before Shayna came.

That was why she didn’t see Shayna until she was almost stepping on her, on the front stoop of the apartment building. “Shayna!” she cried, dropping her keys. “What are you doing here already?”

“The bus came earlier than I expected,” Shayna said, smiling a little as she grabbed the keys and stood up. A plastic bag swung from her arm. “You know, you should probably give me a key.”

“Damn, I should,” Mindy said, staring at her keys. “I don’t think any of the key copying places are open right now.”

Shayna laughed. “I didn’t mean this minute, sweetie. Come on, let’s get inside.”

“Oh, shit, you must be freezing.” Mindy hurriedly opened the front door of the apartment building with her key and ushered Shayna inside with one arm. “Didn’t anyone let you in?”

“No one’s been in or out so far,” Shayna said with a shrug. “I wasn’t waiting for that long, though I admit I’ll be happy to be inside.”

“Well, I…” Mindy took a deep breath as they began to climb the stairs. “You brought Chinese food?”

“I thought it would be good for after weight lifting. And I bought it with cash—my own money from working.”

Mindy paused on the landing to give Shayna a big, smacking kiss on the lips. “You know I don’t care, right? I’m glad you used your own money, because you’re glad, but I love you the same whether you live within your means or spend all your parents’ money.”

Shayna was quiet, but she stayed by Mindy’s side as they finished climbing the stairs. As they headed down the hallway, Shayna said, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have brought it up. Can we not talk about that right now?”

“Of course,” Mindy said quickly. “Whatever you want. Let’s get inside and eat your Chinese food.”

The food was still warm, and they sat on Mindy’s couch and devoured it, talking about roller derby. Mindy opened her fortune cookie, which read “Do not keep searching for happiness. It is right next to you.”

Shayna laughed and insisted on reading it herself to make sure Mindy wasn’t making up the fortune. “They knew I was getting food for my girlfriend. They must have put that one in on purpose.”

“They were right,” Mindy said, giving her another kiss and putting one arm around her. Shayna felt so good in her arms, soft and warm, even if she was a little gassy from the takeout. “Go on, open yours.”

“Okay.” Shayna leaned against Mindy as she bent forward for the fortune, smiling.

“Something wonderful is about to happen to you,” Shayna read.

“Ooh, they got that one right, too.” Mindy kissed Shayna again, sneaking her fingertips under her shirt. “Do you want to eat your cookie?”

“It can wait,” Shayna said breathlessly, tossing the cookie onto the table. Mindy pushed her gently onto her back on the couch, sliding one hand further under her shirt. She was wearing another one of those little sweaters that made her breasts look so good. Of course, her breasts always looked amazing.

Mindy slid her hand over Shayna’s skin and over her bra, running the heel of her palm over Shayna’s nipples over and over until she could feel them standing up even through the dense fabric. Then she unbuttoned and unzipped Shayna’s jeans and yanked them, together with her underwear, down past her hips.

“Mindy,” Shayna whispered as Mindy lightly stroked her thighs. “How do you do this to me?”

“I know what you like.” Mindy laid open-mouthed, wet kisses up Shayna’s thigh, moving closer and closer toward her center until she cried out, writhing.

“Mindy, please!”

Mindy breathed hard on Shayna’s vulva, liking the way she squirmed, liking the way her breathing sped up. Then she pushed a finger inside her and curled it, finding the sensitive spot inside, at the same time as she found the most sensitive spot outside with her lips.

She took her time, teasing and withdrawing until Shayna was screaming her name. She knew she had things to do, knew she had a deadline, but she couldn’t tear herself away from this gorgeous, lush woman, the woman she loved.

Finally, the sound of Shayna’s begging echoing in her ears, she allowed her to finish, then sat up, sucking Shayna’s juices off her fingers. Shayna lay still, panting, for a moment, then reached up and grabbed Mindy by the shoulder. She hauled her down and kissed her hard.

“You’re so amazing,” Shayna said breathlessly. “Even when I’m mad at you, I want you.”

“Are you mad at me now?” Mindy rubbed her nose against Shayna’s.

“No. Not right now.” Shayna kissed Mindy softly, then harder and harder, pulling her tight against her body. Mindy allowed herself to melt into Shayna’s body, to let time pass without worry, to bask in the pleasure of Shayna.

Finally, they rested, then sat up, allowing Shayna to readjust her clothing. “We should talk now,” she said, buttoning her jeans.

“Oh, I see how it is.” Mindy gave her a teasing nudge. “You only talk to me if I make you come first.”

Shayna swatted her on the shoulder. “I’m relaxed now. This is as good a time as any.”

Mindy put her arms around Shayna, resting her chin on her shoulder. “If it’s just going to upset you, we don’t have to talk. We don’t have to talk until you’re ready. But when you’re ready… I guess we have to talk.”

Shayna smiled. “If I’m not ready now, I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready, and I don’t want to keep putting this off. I love you, and I want to be with you, but this isn’t going to work out so well if we can’t have a conversation about money.”

Mindy sat up. “You’re right. Okay, this is a good start. Is it really about money?”

“I think so?” Shayna fidgeted, looking around as though seeking something to pick up and not finding it. “I do feel like if I rely on you for money at all, that will just push us apart.”

“And I feel like that’s a really depressing way to look at the world.”

Shayna looked up and into Mindy’s eyes. “Maybe it is, but that doesn’t change the way I see things. I’m a selfish bitch, Mindy, and—”

“You are not,” Mindy interrupted her.

Shayna smiled. “Okay, I’m just a selfish JAP, then. I grew up with money, all the money I could have wanted whenever I wanted it, and anything I could want that could be bought with money. I still have that.”

“I get that,” Mindy said, resisting the urge to argue with Shayna about being a JAP again—that would just get them off the important topic. “I never wanted for money growing up, either.”

“But you had to get a job to put yourself through college,” Shayna said. “You learned the value of hard work.”

“And you didn’t? Look at you on the derby track.”

Shayna shrugged. “Derby is different. I can’t get there with money. I think that’s one of the reasons I like it. Anyway, you didn’t see me making the all-star team, did you?”

“No, but—”

It was Shayna’s turn to interrupt her. “I didn’t work hard enough, Mindy. I knew I didn’t, and that’s why I was upset, but not totally heartbroken, when I didn’t make the team.”

Mindy shook her head. “Okay. I guess I won’t argue with you there.”

Shayna grinned. “Look at us, having a productive conversation about money and not getting mad at each other at all.”

Mindy couldn’t help smiling back, and she put her hand over Shayna’s on the couch. “But what are we producing? I don’t want to harass you about moving in, but I really would love to have you here, and it would solve some of our problems. If it’s about the apartment, we could move to a different place, a place that’s just ours.”

Shayna shook her head quickly. “It’s not the apartment. I love your place. Haven’t I said that before? It’s so you. It might not be the fanciest place in the fanciest neighborhood, but you’ve made it a home.”

“Well, good. Because I really love my apartment and I wouldn’t want to leave. But I would for you, if that’s what you needed.”

“It’s not what I need.” Shayna turned her hand over so they were palm to palm. “I think what I need is time. I’m just scared.”

Mindy sighed. “I love you, Shayna. There’s nothing to be scared of.”

“I know.” Shayna nodded, biting her lip. “I know, I believe you, but I’m scared that I’m wrong about you. You seem too good to be true.”

Mindy laughed. “Me? I don’t cook and I have a big noisy family and I ignore you for hours at a time while I’m working.”

Shayna leaned forward and kissed her softly. “And all of those things are part of what makes you wonderful. In addition to the way you give me all your attention when you can give me attention, the way you and that noisy family accept me unconditionally, and the way you turn me on so hard I can’t control myself.”

“You do make me sound pretty good.” Mindy thought she might be blushing.

Shayna laughed. “You are amazing. I’m the one that’s messed up.”

“You’re perfect,” Mindy said fervently. “You deal with my crap and you push me when I need to be pushed and you’re so smart and you have this incredibly gorgeous smile. And these incredibly gorgeous tits.”

Shayna snorted with laughter. “But I won’t move in with you.”

“I wouldn’t want you to move in with me if you weren’t so perfect.”

“But you’re okay with waiting?”

“If that’s what you need.” Mindy shook her head. “I admit, it doesn’t really make sense to me. You hate relying on your parents, so what you need is a way to stop relying on them.”

Shayna nodded. “I know. But I don’t think that relying on you instead is the way to go forward. I need to find a way to not rely on anyone before I can feel comfortable enough to live with you. Otherwise, I feel like I’d always be holding part of myself back. Does that make sense?”

“I guess so. Do you feel like you’re holding part of yourself back now?”

“No. Not deliberately. But much as I don’t like the way I’m living now, I’m still used to it. Change is hard, you know?”

“I know.” Mindy squeezed her hand. “I guess it is selfish of me to want you to move in here, so that I have to change as little as possible.”

“Yeah. But we already talked about that.” Shayna smiled. “And since we’re just rehashing ground we’ve been over already, I think it’s time for me to let you get back to work. I’ve taken up enough of your time.”

“Are you sure, sweetie? I can keep talking to you forever. I never get tired of it.” Mindy did want to get back to work—she felt alive with creative energy—but it was so hard to get up off this couch, let go of Shayna’s hand, stop gazing into her beautiful brown eyes.

“I’m sure.” Shayna stood up first, taking her hand out from under Mindy’s, making Mindy stand reluctantly as well. “You said you had a lot of work to do. I have a very strong suspicion that every minute we spend talking is not one less minute for you to work, but actually one less minute for you to sleep.”

Mindy laughed. “You may be right about that.”

“See? I know you. And I’m going to drag you out of bed in the morning no matter what, because I forgot to buy flour, so unless you bought ingredients in the last three days, I want to go out for breakfast somewhere.”

“I don’t think I have anything besides carrots, pretzels, and coffee in the house right now,” Mindy admitted. “But I know the perfect place to go for breakfast.” The bakery where she’d worked to put herself through college was only a couple of blocks away—she knew Shayna would love it. She could get her carb fix and Mindy could show her off, since she hadn’t been to the bakery since before they started dating.

“Wonderful. Go.” Shayna gave Mindy a little push. “I’ll finish my fortune cookie and clean up. You get drawing.”

Mindy bent and gave her a hard kiss. “You are the absolute best.” Then she went to her desk, got her headphones on, and went to work.


Chapter 22




Mindy got so into her work that she ended up staying awake into the wee hours again. When she reached her bed, Shayna was already in there, asleep, so warm and snuggly in her pajamas that Mindy lay down, put one arm around her, and fell asleep instantly.

She didn’t wake or dream until the smell of coffee assaulted her nose once again; she sat up to find that Shayna was already dressed and sitting on the bed, holding a cup of coffee out toward her. “You promised to take me out to breakfast,” she said, “and it’s already eight-thirty.”

Mindy wanted to groan and grumble at the early hour, but even though she hadn’t gotten that much sleep, her girlfriend was like a heavenly angel with her beautiful face and her incredible coffee. So instead she smiled, said “You’re the best” again, and drank some coffee.

“Okay,” she said when she was a little more awake. “Let me get dressed.”

“You are perfectly free to get dressed,” Shayna said, grinning at her.

Mindy leaned forward and kissed her. “Thank you.”

She got up, put on the nearest clothes, and combed her hair for a few strokes before deciding that it was a lost cause without conditioner. She could go to the bakery with a bird’s nest for hair—no one there would judge her.

She grabbed her coffee and tilted her head back to finish the cup. “Ready to go?”

“I hope this is good,” Shayna said, taking both coffee cups and carrying them to the kitchen.

“I don’t promise to blow you away,” Mindy said. “Just to feed you and maybe to introduce you to a few people.” She got her coat and held out Shayna’s to her.

“Okay,” Shayna said, raising her eyebrows, but she put on her coat and didn’t ask any more questions.

The morning was dim and gray, or maybe Mindy just wasn’t used to being up this early. It wasn’t freezing, though, so that was a bonus as they quickly walked the few grimy, industrial blocks to the bakery. Mindy was sure Shayna couldn’t be impressed with the neighborhood; once spring arrived, she would take her to the park, which was only a few blocks in the other direction.

“Here we are,” Mindy announced at the bakery door. She held it open for Shayna. “Enjoy.”

Shayna took a deep breath as they entered; Mindy couldn’t help doing the same, even though the warm, moist air made her hair frizz up and she had, as she’d told Shayna, been unable to stand the smell of bagels for years after working here. She’d gotten over it—the smell of fresh yeast made her think food again, not sweat.

“Mindy, shayna!” cried the heavyset, middle-aged redhead behind the counter—Ruth, who’d been Mindy’s boss for three years. “You don’t even call for months, and suddenly you show up when we have nothing for you?”

Mindy laughed. “Out of food today, are you? So sorry to hear that. We’ll come back another time, then.”

“Oh, no you don’t.” Ruth came around the counter and gave Mindy a hug. “And who’s the shayna maidele?”

Looking utterly confused, Shayna blurted out, “You already know my name.”

This unforeseen development made Mindy laugh so hard she was gasping and both Ruth and Shayna were staring at her like she’d grown an extra head. When she could calm herself down, she finally said, “Ruth, this is my girlfriend, Shayna. Yes, that is actually her name. Shayna, this is Ruth, who used to be my boss. I told you about the bakery I used to work at when I was in college? This is it.”

Ruth gave Shayna another big hug, to which Shayna responded with a tentative pat on her arm. “This is where you worked? I thought you hated it.”

“I don’t hate the bakery. Just working in the kitchen.”

“Look at you,” Ruth said, patting Shayna on the cheek. “So pretty. A good match for our Mindy, not like that Hannah. She had no patience.”

Mindy rolled her eyes. “Can you not compare my current girlfriend to my ex?” Her hand found Shayna’s, and she gripped her fingers.

Shayna grinned. “I don’t know, I like being compared favorably, and told I’m pretty, of course. I don’t know that I have all that much patience, though.”

“Are you kidding?” Mindy looked at her. “You’re like an angel with me.”

“An angel for our little angel, of course. Larry, come out here! Mindy is here and she’s brought her girlfriend. Mindy, did you want food or did you just come to say hi?”

“Shayna needs breakfast. I was thinking bagels and cream cheese. Unless you want a pastry, Shayna?”

Shayna shook her head. “A bagel sounds perfect.”

Mindy paid and Ruth went back behind the counter to get their bagels. The shop’s owner, Larry, came out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a towel. He beamed at Mindy, the happy expression transforming his round, greasy-haired face. “Good to see you again, Mindy. Life treating you well?”

“Very well, thanks, Larry.” Mindy squeezed Shayna’s hand. Shayna squeezed back.

“Not too well, I hope,” Ruth said, handing over the two bagels, each on a plate with a healthy dollop of cream cheese on the side. “If we’re lucky, you’ll come back here.”

“It just hasn’t been the same since you left,” Larry said, nodding. “Our last assistant, Richie, we had to fire him. He stole sixty dollars from the cash register.”

“I think he was smoking dope,” Ruth said in a stage whisper as she handed Mindy two plastic knives.

Mindy gestured for Shayna to join her at one of the small tables. The heavy chairs scraped loudly in the small shop as she and Shayna pulled them out; most of the time, the line was too long to sit at the tables and have a conversation with the people at the counter, but they seemed to have arrived between rushes.

“Do you not have an assistant, then?” Mindy asked, spreading cream cheese thickly on her bagel. “I thought it was just the two of you for a slow Sunday.”

“We have nobody.” Larry shook his head ponderously. “I’m spending all my time baking, we don’t have time to interview anybody.”

“I put an ad on Craig’s List, but Craig didn’t find us anybody,” Ruth said.

Mindy held back laughter, catching Shayna’s eye, but Shayna wasn’t looking at her. Instead, she was staring fixedly at Ruth, only a single bite taken out of her bagel. “Do you do all your baking here?”

“Of course,” Ruth said. “In at four in the morning to bake everything fresh. Young people don’t want to get up early these days.”

“I don’t mind getting up early,” Shayna said.

Mindy stared at her. Then her eyes widened. “Of course!”

“Of course what?” Larry said.

“You’re coming back to work with us again?” Ruth said hopefully.

“No, but Shayna can. You’ll teach her all the baking skills and she’ll be a pretty face for up front.”

“All the boys would come to look at that face. Not like my face.” Ruth laughed.

“Are you a hard worker, Shayna?” Larry asked.

“The hardest worker I know,” Mindy said. Shayna was looking petrified.

“Are you sure?” she muttered over her bagel.

“This is perfect,” Mindy said quietly back. “You want to learn to bake, right? They do cupcakes, too.” She pointed to a glass display case that held cake, cupcakes, and some early hamantaschen for Purim next month. “And aren’t these bagels great?”

“These bagels are amazing,” Shayna said.

“You can take home some of what we don’t sell,” Ruth said.

“See? We’ll save money on food, too.”

“I…” Shayna took a deep breath. “It just sounds too good to be true.”

“It’s hard work,” Larry said.

“We’ll give you a trial period,” Ruth said. “You can work here for a week on lower pay, and if any of us hates it, you can go back to your old job. You can take a week’s vacation, can’t you?”

“And so what if it doesn’t work out?” Mindy said. “You’re a hard worker. You can always find a good job.”

Shayna shook her head. “Why would you hire me? You don’t know me. This isn’t a real interview—you haven’t even seen my résumé.”

“Well, that’s the benefit of being a family business.” Larry smiled again. “When your workers are family, you can turn their family into family, too. I’ve got to go back in the kitchen—Ruth, you figure things out with miss… Shayna?”

“Shayna Wechsler,” Shayna said. “Thank you, sir.”

“No sir,” Larry said, waving his hand over his shoulder as he headed back to the kitchen. “You call me Larry.”

Mindy polished off her bagel. “So how much warning do you need to take a week off from your job, Shayna?”

“Uh, I’m not sure. Can I get back to you, Ruth?”

“Get back to me soon,” Ruth said. “We need an assistant. Remember, four in the morning, six days a week. I don’t know how you keep the Sabbath, but we’re closed then.”

Shayna nodded. “That sounds really perfect. Mindy, are you ready to go?”

“Sure. See you later, Ruth.”

“Be well, shayna! And Shayna!” Ruth laughed as she waved them out of the bakery.

“Are they a couple?” Shayna asked as they walked back down the street.

“No, cousins. Their fathers started the bakery, and they’re the ones who took it over. So what do you think?”

Shayna gave a shaky laugh. “It simultaneously sounds too good to be true and like way too much work.”

“It is hard work,” Mindy said with a sigh. “I wasn’t even full-time, I was part-time because I needed to study, and I didn’t have to get up at four in the morning. That part sounds horrible.”

“Oh, that’s not so bad.” Shayna shrugged. “I don’t get up that early now, but I’ll adapt. But I’ve never worked that hard before. What makes them think I’m not going to fail?”

“My word, apparently.”

“You haven’t said anything to them.”

“I’ve said you’ll make a good employee.” Mindy stopped in the parking lot of her building and put her hands on Shayna’s shoulders, forcing her to look her in the eye. “I know you, Shayna. You’re a really hard worker. You’ve even made me into a hard worker. You’ll do great at the bakery. And they’ll teach you to bake! That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“I guess,” Shayna said, biting her lip. “I’ve never really known what I want to do when I grow up, you know? I’ve always admired the way you figured out what you wanted to do and went for it. If I knew what I wanted to do with my life, I would do better.”

“What about roller derby?”

“That’s not a job. And, I don’t know, I don’t really want to work in a skate shop or whatever. I like it as a hobby.”

Mindy nodded. “Well, if you don’t have some all-consuming passion like I do, then I think working at a bakery is a great way to go. It’s a steady job, you’ll learn things, and if you decide you hate it, at least you’ll have something else to put on your résumé when you look for a new job.”

“But what if I hate it and I can’t find a new job right away?”

“Then you’ll have savings to fall back on from the better pay at this job. Not to mention your loving, supportive girlfriend.” Mindy raised her eyebrows.

Shayna smiled. “You know I don’t want to rely on you.”

Mindy took a deep breath. They were back on that topic again. But she could get past Shayna’s constant pessimism—she had to, because she loved her. And once Shayna had a good job and felt more independent, things would get better. She was sure of it. “So this is the perfect solution. You get a better job, it’s near me, and you can move in. You have enough money to get away from your parents and add to savings. I’ll help you with your budget if you want to keep things separate. You can pay me rent.”

“Let me think about it.”

“Of course.” Mindy finally let go of Shayna’s shoulders, but took her hand as they entered the apartment building and began to climb the stairs. “But don’t take too long. You hear Ruth—they need somebody.”

“I know, I know. Don’t pressure me.”

“Sorry.” Mindy squeezed Shayna’s hand when they reached her door so she could grab her keys and unlock it. “Take as much time as you need.”

“Thank you. That is sweet of you.” Once they were inside, Shayna grabbed Mindy by the neck and pulled her down for a deep kiss. “Now let me show you what an all-consuming passion really looks like.”

Laughing, Mindy let Shayna drag her to the bedroom.


Chapter 23




A week later, Mindy and Shayna were back at the downtown skating rink, taking on their extra roller derby practice. The day before, at practice with Monstrous Regiment, Mindy had been totally wiped on the floor by the opposing team in a scrimmage—Tara, Shelly, Gayle, Leya, and Megan had all been on one side, which didn’t seem fair to Mindy, but Tara insisted she’d used a random number generator to pick the teams, and that there was nothing unfair about it in any case because they should all be on the same level. Regardless, Mindy, Helen, Lisa, Yesenia, and Christy had lost very badly.

Tara had also made an announcement: she wanted to make sure everyone was okay with it first, but a photographer would be coming at some point to take photos and write an article about the team for a big local lifestyle paper. Mindy was super excited about it, of course, but after leaving, she’d started to freak herself out thinking about embarrassing herself in front of a reporter. She had to have perfect form—especially if someone was going to be taking photos!

So Mindy was working even harder than usual this afternoon, determined to get herself up to snuff, to be able to hold her own with the best players on her team. That was the point, wasn’t it? She couldn’t make the all-star team next year if she couldn’t get as good as the ones who had been on it last year.

Even though she was getting tired after a series of jump drills, when Shayna challenged her to a race, she accepted eagerly. She needed to push herself to her limits. She needed to find out where those limits were.

And push herself she did—all the way into the ground. After a dozen laps, she wobbled a bit on one skate and found herself falling toward the track without even the wherewithal to put her hands out to catch herself. At the last moment, she managed to turn so that she fell on her arm instead of her face, then rolled onto her back and lay there, panting, the ceiling swimming before her eyes.

Moments later, Shayna came skidding to a stop next to her and knelt down. “Are you okay?”

“I just need to rest,” Mindy panted.

“Stay right there. I’ll get you some water.” Shayna skated away, and Mindy couldn’t even be bothered to lift her head to watch her girlfriend move.

Thankfully, she was right back with a bottle of water, which she helped Mindy drink from. The ceiling stopped spinning and Mindy sat up, taking deeper breaths. Her muscles still felt worn out.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Shayna asked.

“Yeah. I just pushed myself a little too hard. Sorry to scare you.”

Shayna kissed Mindy’s cheek. “It’s okay. I just thought you were going to pass out. Don’t push yourself past your limits like that.”

Mindy sighed, resting her elbows on her knees. “I just wanted to find my limits.” Unaccustomed dread writhed in her stomach. “They’re obviously closer than I thought they were. What if that’s the best I can do? What if despite all our hard work, we’re still not good enough to make it onto the all-star team? That’s what this is all about.”

“We will.” Shayna squeezed Mindy’s shoulder. “And if we don’t, we’ll just keep working hard next year.”

Mindy turned away as tears gathered in her eyes. It seemed so unfair. Here she was, just trying to do her best, and she’d put herself flat on her back.

This reaction wasn’t like her. Was Shayna dragging her down? Her constant cynicism definitely could wear on Mindy, but she’d thought she was resilient enough to deal with it. She didn’t want to be pulled into a dark mindset.

“Hey.” Shayna pulled at her shoulder, making her turn around. “Drink some more water. It’s going to be okay.”

In recognition of her girlfriend’s worried look, Mindy took a long pull of the water, but she couldn’t say anything. She felt sick to her stomach, and she didn’t think it was just exhaustion.

“We’ll keep working hard no matter what,” Shayna said. “Unless we decide it’s not important anymore, and we want to work hard at something else instead. I know you have no trouble with working hard. You got that design out on short notice last weekend, didn’t you?”

“Yeah,” Mindy said. She was starting to feel a bit better. “Sorry I freaked out. You know it isn’t like me.”

“Are you kidding?” Shayna grabbed Mindy’s hand, grinning wryly. “It was nice to hear you not saying everything is perfect for once.”

“Everything is never perfect. That wouldn’t leave room for it to get better.”

Shayna laughed. “You really do think that, don’t you?”

“I’ve got you, don’t I?” She squeezed Shayna’s hand. “Anyway, I should tell you, you were right.”

“Of course I was. About what?”

“The all-star tryouts, way back in October. I refused to believe that we just hadn’t worked hard enough to be in. But it’s obvious that hard work is the only way to get there.”

Shayna blinked rapidly, and then her smile widened. “I can’t believe you’re admitting that I was right about that. I love it.”

“But you have to admit I’m right about something in return.”

“Okay. How about the job at the bakery? If I admit you were right about that, will you let me spend the night at your place?”

Mindy’s eyes widened. “You don’t even have to ask. Do you want to?”

“I have my bag packed and everything.” Shayna gestured toward the locker room. “My trial week starts in the morning.”

“You didn’t tell me you’d gotten the vacation time!”

“You didn’t ask.”

Mindy leaned forward to kiss her, then laughed as their mouth guards bumped. “Okay, we’d better get you home so we can celebrate properly.”

“Drink the rest of your water,” Shayna said.

Mindy swigged the rest of the bottle, then let Shayna help her to her feet. “This is going to be so great,” she said. “You’ll see. Oh, and we have the whole night before us.”

“Don’t you have to work?” Shayna said.

“Not if I don’t feel like it.” Mindy threw out her water bottle and began to change out of her sweaty clothes. “That big job from last week filled my budget up for the month, and since that wasn’t my only job this month, I have plenty to put into savings. I can afford to pick and choose the jobs if I want to.”

“Sweetie, that’s great!” Shayna gave Mindy a quick hug.

“I don’t expect it to last. One month is never the same as the last, so next month I might be hustling again and unable to give you as much time as you deserve.”

Shayna grinned over her shoulder at Mindy. “Is that a little bit of cynicism I hear?”

Mindy pulled on her shirt and put her hands on her hips. “I’m just being realistic.”

“Yeah, babe.” Shayna kissed her. “So am I. Come on, let’s get… home.”
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The next week was glorious. Mindy and Shayna would cuddle, talk, and have sex in the evenings, until Shayna went to bed. Then Mindy would work for a few hours, join Shayna in the bed, and wake up after she’d left for work. Waking up alone was always disappointing, but it wasn’t as though Mindy hadn’t been waking up in the same empty bed every morning for years.

She followed her usual morning routine, eating a little something, drinking coffee, and heading to ArriveSpace to do the bulk of her work for the day. She was able to spend more time on finding better-paying, more interesting clients this week; now that she knew her bills would be paid for the next month, she had the time and space to try to fill her pipeline with good work, not just whatever she could find that would pay.

Then she would head home to find Shayna already there. The first three days, Shayna had been completely exhausted when she’d gotten home, and they’d ordered takeout. But Shayna seemed to acclimate quickly to the workload, and by Friday she was putting together a pretty good meal for the both of them.

In the evening, one or both of them would head to roller-derby practice. If Shayna was practicing without Mindy, then Mindy would work. On the nights Mindy had practice and Shayna didn’t, Shayna went back to the apartment her parents paid for… but she always came home again in time for bed.

Finally, Mindy woke up on Saturday morning to the delightful sight of Shayna still next to her, even though daylight was coming in the windows. She wriggled closer and put her arm around her girlfriend, soft and warm from sleep. Mindy was almost ready to go back to sleep herself, but Shayna made a quiet noise and rolled over so that they were facing each other.

“Took you long enough,” Shayna said, closing her eyes and nuzzling her nose against Mindy’s. “I thought about getting up to make coffee, but the bed is just so comfortable.”

“I’m glad you didn’t get up.” Mindy kissed her, then kissed her again, wanting to talk but enjoying the kisses too much to stop.

Shayna sighed against her mouth. “This is so nice.”

“Regretting the four AM job that takes you away from me?” Mindy opened her eyes so she could look at Shayna again.

Shayna shook her head, her hair rustling against the pillow. “You know what, I can’t regret it, because I love it. You were right. Larry is wonderful about teaching me how to do everything. I actually feel competent already, and it hasn’t even been a week.”

Mindy squeezed her. “I knew you’d like it more than I did.”

“The only thing we haven’t talked about is pay. I haven’t wanted to ask.”

“Well, they have to pay you minimum wage. How much were you making at the cupcake shop?”

“Not much more than minimum.”

“And you have twice as many hours, right?”

“Almost three times as many,” Shayna admitted wryly.

“So you’ll be making at least twice as much money.” Mindy lifted herself up on one arm. “Is that enough to pay me five hundred bucks a month for half the rent?”

“Five hundred? That’s it?” Shayna twisted, looking around at the apartment. “I guess location is everything. Is that your way of asking me subtly to move in again?”

Mindy kissed her ear. “I have to be subtle about it so that you don’t have to feel bad about saying no if you don’t want to.”

Shayna turned back and kissed Mindy hard on the lips. “You know me so well. Yes, I can afford to pay half the rent, and even feed myself and pay for tokens on top of that, once I get paid, which won’t be for another couple of weeks. I have to go back to the cupcake bakery on Monday, but I’ll quit as soon as I can. Ruth wouldn’t forgive me if I stayed.”

“How many times has she complained about her back?”

Shayna laughed. “I haven’t counted. But she’s pleased to have me there.”

“I’m pleased to have you there, too.” Mindy wrapped both her arms around Shayna’s body, turning her onto her back and pulling her close. It was so wonderful to have her soft, warm body there, pressed against Mindy’s. “So you really do want to move in? You aren’t going to freak out about money again?”

“I don’t think so.” Shayna reached up and tucked a lock of Mindy’s hair behind her ear. “I feel like I’m contributing now. I feel like we’re both equal partners.”

“I already felt that way.”

“I know. But I grew up with money being the only thing.”

“And you didn’t want it to get between us. I know.” Mindy kissed her to show that there were no hard feelings. “I do love you, you know.”

Shayna smiled. “I love you, too.”

“And I guess you were right. If you’d moved in when I first asked you to, the thing about money probably would have just dragged on and on. We had to find a way for it to work for you first.”

“It still seems too good to be true.”

“If it doesn’t work out, we will find you a better job. You can be my assistant.” Mindy grinned.

Shayna laughed at her. “I’d be the worst assistant ever.”

“There you go again with the cynicism I know and love.” Mindy bent her head and kissed Shayna deeply, her tongue sliding into her mouth.

When she pulled back again, Shayna was flushed, her eyes sparkling. “You don’t love my cynicism.”

“It’s part of you. Of course I love it.”

“I guess that makes sense. Your optimism drives me nuts sometimes, but it’s refreshing. It’s nice to think that good things happen sometimes.”

“Good things happen all the time.” Mindy slid her hand under Shayna’s pajama shirt, enjoying the softness of her flesh.

“I guess I’ll just have to remember that for the rest of our lives, so I don’t bite your head off for being optimistic.”

Mindy stilled, her hand just under Shayna’s breasts, staring down at her face. “This is for the rest of our lives, isn’t it?”

“I want it to be,” Shayna said. “I wouldn’t agree to move in otherwise.”

“Good.” Mindy slid her hand up the rest of the way, cupping Shayna’s heavy flesh, pinching the nipple between her fingers. “Because if I lose access to these gorgeous tits, I may not be responsible for my future actions.”

“Mm.” Shayna shifted, spreading her arms and legs a bit, her pajamas making soft hushing sounds against the sheets. “What if we have kids and I need them for feeding a baby?”

Mindy pushed the shirt up so she could see Shayna’s breasts. Their nipples hardened in the cooler air. “I am not competing with an infant for these.” She bent her head and sucked on one nipple.

“Bad joke,” Shayna gasped. “One step at a time. Oh, Mindy…”

“Yes,” Mindy whispered against her flesh. “Yes, Shayna.” She squeezed and nipped at her breasts, running her hands all over them, feeling herself grow wet. But she had to tend to Shayna first. She would give her anything.

She bent further, pulling Shayna’s thong down, placing kisses along her belly and thighs until Shayna was panting. Her vulva shone with juices. Mindy licked at them tentatively, then laughed when Shayna writhed and cried out in a high-pitched voice.

She had derby practice later; they both would have things they had to do. But for now, it was just the two of them, their bodies and their love.

Mindy slipped her fingers in between Shayna’s folds, stroking gently, feeling the heat rise even further between her legs. She found her opening, slick with desire, and pushed two fingers slowly inside until she could find her G-spot. She curled her fingers into it, pressing against the sensitive place, just as she brought her lips to press down on Shayna’s clit.

Shayna cried out, arching her back and pressing her crotch against Mindy’s face. Mindy went to work with renewed passion, thrusting with her fingers, licking and sucking with her mouth, swallowing Shayna’s delicious juices. She felt she could never get enough, but then Shayna let out a wail, her vagina tightening around Mindy’s fingers, before she collapsed bonelessly onto the bed.

Mindy withdrew her fingers carefully, licking her lips. “Oh, Mindy,” Shayna moaned. “Mindy, Mindy, Mindy.”

She sat up and pushed on Mindy’s shoulders, rolling her onto her back, and kissed her deeply, seeming not to mind her own liquids in Mindy’s mouth. “You’re so amazing,” she whispered against her lips.

“You’re amazing,” Mindy whispered back. She felt Shayna pull her shirt up, reaching for her breasts while still kissing her. Mindy arched her back to give Shayna better access. Pleasure thrilled up and down her whole body as she felt Shayna’s soft hands caress her.

“When I move in,” Shayna said, moving downward on Mindy’s body now, pulling down the waist of her pajama pants, “I’ll be bringing all my sex toys.”

“Ooh, do you have a lot?”

“Just a few.” Shayna nuzzled at Mindy’s vulva, making her gasp and spread her legs. “But one is a strap-on. I think that would be a lot of fun to try on you.”

“That will be hot.” Mindy shivered as she felt Shayna’s hot breath on her exposed vulva. “I can’t wait to try all the sex things with you.”

“We have lots of time ahead of us.” Shayna thrust out her little tongue and took one quick stroke down Mindy’s clit.

Mindy had planned a witty response, but it all fell from her mind as Shayna’s tongue pushed pleasure through her. She couldn’t think anymore—she could only lose herself in Shayna’s touch, Shayna’s presence, Shayna’s love.

Before long Shayna had brought Mindy to her own climax, pleasure sweeping through her like a tsunami, and then they were lying on the bed and holding each other tight. Mindy’s skin was still tingling all over. If it was possible, they were going to have more sex once Shayna moved in.

She gave Shayna a gentle squeeze. “You’re really going to move in?”

Shayna laughed. “I guess I can’t blame you for asking again and again. Yes, I’ll give notice at the cupcake shop once I’m back. Then, hopefully, I can move in the next Saturday, when I don’t have work.”

“That sounds perfect,” Mindy said, and she meant it. Anytime Shayna was ready to move in was the right time for her.

“I’m nervous about it,” Shayna admitted, nuzzling into Mindy’s shoulder. “But I really think it’s going to be great. And if it turns out to be a terrible idea, we’ll figure something else out.”

“Yes, we will.” Mindy kissed the top of Shayna’s head. “What are you going to tell your parents?”

“The truth,” Shayna said. “That I have a new job and I’m moving in with my girlfriend. They can figure out what to do with the apartment. And I’m going to cut up their credit card, too.”

“That’s my independent girl,” Mindy said. “My parents might want to give us a housewarming gift or something. To celebrate.”

“That sounds lovely.” Shayna looked up at her. “I mean it. Your moms are sweet, and I’ll be happy to have them as my in-laws.”

Mindy grinned. “Is that your subtle way of asking me to marry you?”

“One step at a time,” Shayna said, laughing, and kissed her again.
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