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I am so tired - so tired.

I see too many people,

Read too many books.

Do too many things.
I hate the theaters,
I hate my work,
I want you, - only you....

Come to me between the cool sheets
And let me burrow my head in your shoulder....
~Pauline Cohn, "Rest"
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1. Nellie

I never wanted to leave this icy heaven. I sat in the tub, filled to
the brim with chunks upon chunks of ice, until I could feel the aspirins take
effect. As I could feel my head start to get cloudy and the pain subside; I
lifted my body out of the tub. I sat up first and waited to get my bearings.
Then I pushed up with my hands bracing the sides and made one last ditch
effort to get out without my face and the cold tile floor having an intimate
collision. I flicked the drain plug out and got a towel. The numbness the
ice so graciously afforded me now dwindled.

Still in my towel, I walked on the balls of my feet into my
bedroom. I knew that if I even tried to walk on my whole foot the results
would be excruciating. I grabbed some shorts and a tank top and underwear
and sat on the edge of the bed. It took me a good ten minutes to pull it all
on. I pulled back the cover and crawled into my heaven of a bed and tried



unsuccessfully to find a position that gave me some comfort. Finally
finding an awkward position that lulled me, I fell into a deep healing sleep.

My phone was playing Cherry Bomb and I swiped the green button
to answer it without even looking to see who it was.

“Nellie Michelle, it’s your mother.” The voice said.

“Hello, mother.” I groaned as I turned over and my bruises and
sore muscles protested against it.

“It’s almost ten o’clock. Please tell me you are not sleeping still.”
“Yes, I was sleeping. I got in late.” It’s not like she paid my bills.
“Ugh, from that barbaric skating—thing you do, I assume.”

“It’s called Roller Derby and did you want something?”

By this time I had made it to the small kitchen and held the phone
against my shoulder as I started the small coffee pot and the smell alone
perked my brain up.

She rattled off something about going to a baby shower later that
day for Cassandra, a girl that used to call herself my friend. But that was
when I was the Nellie they wanted me to be. Cassandra knew me when I
was the stooge, the model of exterior perfection, the daughter of their
dreams—the puppet. That was also the period of time that Corey dumped
me for Cassandra claiming that I was too nice for a guy like him. Now they
were married and having another baby.

I just let her run through her paces as I fixed myself a cup of strong
coffee with cream and took out the makings of a recovery breakfast. My
first swig of coffee chased two more aspirins, making sure the soreness was
kept at bay.

“Are you listening to me Nellie? Are you coming to Cassandra’s
shower or not?”

“No, Mom, I’m not. I have studying to do today and I have to
work the evening shift at the bookstore.”



“I guess I’ll have to make your regular excuses. I’ll put both of our
names on the gift.”

“OK, Mom, you do that.”
“Nellie, when are you going to straighten up?”

“Never Mom, never.” With that lovely departing message I hung
up and started making breakfast for myself and Amber, my roommate, my
teammate and my bestie.

The table was stacked with food when Amber entered the kitchen
with groans and stomps. If I didn’t know better, I would think a zombie
was in our apartment. I held both hands out, one with aspirins and one with
coffee.

“Holy crap I could kiss you Hellie.” I found it funny how everyone
called me Hellie. My Derby name was Hellie Nellie, but everyone called
me that on a regular basis now.

She choked down the aspirin and coffee and nearly broke the chair
plopping down in it.

“Eat; I know you have to go to work at noon—Ilazy.” I goaded her.

“Lazy? I wasn’t lazy last night when I saved your skinny ass from
that Amazon woman blocker.”

I laughed and the jostling motion caused my lower back to hurt on
the left side. I hissed through my teeth and lifted my tank top to look, but
couldn’t see all the way in the back.

“Look and see if I’'m bruised.” I walked around the table and
showed Amber my back.

“Damn that is one wicked purple and black mess. Looks like the
bottom of a pair of skates.”

“Yeah well, we still wiped the rink with them.”

“So true. I’ll clean up. Then I have to go to work. See you later?”



“Yeah, I’m hitting the library to study and then I have work too.”
“Ok, see ya.”
‘(Yup.”

I went into my bedroom and picked out a pair of worn out jeans
and a purple tank top with the words “Derby Girl” bleached out on the
front. I bent over in the closet to get some flip flops and my new battle
wound reared her ugly head.

I took a hot shower and got dressed and went to fix my hair. This
month it was blue. Like a blue raspberry frozen Slushie threw up on me and
I loved it. Thankfully I worked at a local indie bookstore and there weren’t
many rules about hair color and dress codes. I threw it up in a messy,
sloppy bun, grabbed my bag and went to study.
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2. Owen

I had been up since the break of dawn and not by choice, but force.
I swore that if Dylan’s snoring didn’t stop or at least let up the coroner
would be finding pillow down in his throat. ‘Cause I was gonna smother
him.

I scrubbed my face with my hands and decided not to even try to
sleep any more. I needed to either get another roommate or move to
another dorm. This endless no sleeping crap really chafed my ass. But then
again, Dylan was my best friend since grade school...rock and a hard place.

I pulled on some cargo shorts and a long sleeve white shirt and
picked up a pair of socks and some shoes, grabbed my backpack and
headed out. I needed coffee and I needed it quick.

I walked to the student parking lot and got into my old Ford
Bronco and headed out to the local dive to get breakfast.

After heaps of strong black coffee and a huge stack of pancakes, I
headed to the library to study and found a table buried behind the law books
that were dusty and rarely used. The table had etchings of people who were
here or who loved each other. I chuckled to myself because it wasn’t so
long ago that I would’ve been one of those carvers.

I can remember sitting in the back of my high school library with
Amy hanging on my left arm while my right hand so stupidly cut our names
into the wood of the table with a pocket knife. Her phone went off while I
finished the ‘y’ in her name and she turned abruptly from her place on my
arm and feigned some best friend emergency. Funny thing was Amy didn’t
have a best friend, but I had two and one of them she was screwing behind
my back.

Shortly after I found out I went down a dark and dirty path and it
went on for nearly a year. My girl that I thought I loved was with my best



friend Lucas. I got tattoos, and lots of them. Iloved my tattoos but most of
them were just for the shock factor they gave my parents and my ex-
friends. I came home late when I came in at all. I let my grades fall so far
that I almost didn’t graduate and got into college by the skin of my teeth. I
partied hard until one day I was driving and as I lit my cigarette I wrapped
the front of my truck around an oak the size of the highway. I came out
only with cuts and bruises and a new resolve. I needed self control. I
needed discipline. I needed to change. And that’s what I did. But for some
things it was too late. My parents were divorcing now. They said they had
been having trouble but I knew better. The stress of dealing with my crap
was eating them alive. I knew no man who loved someone as much as my
dad loved my mom but he packed his bags and left—because of me.

Now I stayed on the straight and narrow and I mostly wore long
sleeves to hide my tattoos. Everyone, and especially girls, judged the hell
out of people for their ink. And the last thing I needed was judgment.

I shook my head of thoughts of the past and got my Biology book
out. Last semester’s Biology class had been a breeze, but Biology 212 was
kicking my ass. But, I guess if I was going to be a marine biologist I had to
have it and this was just the beginning. I set up my notebook and book next
to each other and dug in.
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3. Nellie

I never ever sat at the tables at the library. They were
uncomfortable and sticky. It disturbed me to think about it. So I found a
spot in the quiet zone, as I called it. It was way in the back corner of the
library near some really big law books. I walked from aisle to aisle picking
out my spot. There was a guy with black hair and a long sleeve shirt sitting
at the back table so I kept going towards the corner of the room until I
found a row that was out of sight of anyone. I dumped my bag on the floor
and plopped myself next to it. I pulled out my latest read for American
Literature and let myself be sucked in.

I looked at my watch and saw that I only had minutes before I had
to get to work. I packed up my stuff and got up clumsily as I was still sore
and my legs had fallen asleep as I sat for so long.

I walked out and made my way to Cindi’s Indie, the bookstore that
I worked at. Cindi seems like a good wholesome name. At first I thought
maybe she would have a perfect dress on with a perfect chignon and perfect
heels. But that’s when I really learned my lesson about judging a book by
its cover, or its name. Cindi was about four feet eight and had black spiky
hair. She always, always wore a black tank top and jeans. But her jewelry,
including her piercings and makeup and shoes changed and shocked on a
daily basis. She was the sweetest woman I had ever known and was almost
like a second mother to me. Or a nice first mother.

I stuffed my bag under the cash register and went to the back and
retrieved the returns cart. Cindi waved frantically at me while she made
face and pointed to whoever was on the phone. I laughed at her antics and
then went to put up the returns. Cindi had several tables and couches set up
and people frequently came and read entire books and left them all over the
place.



I finished shelving all of the books and went to man the cash
register. Leah had left for the day and I was the only one in the front left.
This was the boring part. I dusted off the counter and the special signed
books on the shelf behind the register. Then I sat on the stool. It made
sense for me to read at a bookstore but the last time I did I was so engrossed
in the book that I ignored a customer all together and she called and
complained. Cindi picked on me about it for weeks.

My phone buzzed in my back pocket and I pulled it out to see what
it was.

Amber: Guess what hot Mama has a date Friday night?
Me: yay! Who is the guy?

Amber: He just walked into the skating rink with his little brother.
Came to rent shoes.

Me: Nice. I want to hear more tonight.

Cindi emerged from her office looking like someone had stolen her
dog.

“What’s the matter Cindi?” She pulled up a stool next to me.

“Ugh—there’s just so much suit talk I can put up with. They drive
me nuts.”

“Suit talk?” I half laughed half asked her.

“Yeah, you know. Inventory and percentages and import and export
and sales charts.”

“Ahhh, gotcha.”
“How was your bout last night?”

“You would know. You were sitting right outside the rink. Plus
everyone could hear you screaming.”

She let out a great huff. “I never was a discreet one. So, there’s
only one more hour to go. Get out of here, you skated hard last night.”



“I need the money Cindi. Why don’t you go home? I’ll close up.”

“Why don’t you go home and I will still pay you.” She softened her
face. “Seriously Nell, go home and I'll pay you like you stayed.”

I opened my mouth to argue some more but she beat me to the
punch.

“Say one more word and I’ll fire you. How ya like that?”

I gave her a big dramatic eye roll and went to get my bag. I
hugged Cindi before I left and got into my ragged Honda Civic and went
home.
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4. Owen

Dylan had kept me up half of the night talking about the girl he
asked out the day before. How she looked, what she said. He was going to
take her to some frat party he was invited to on Friday night. He had been
trying to get me to go for weeks. I hated frat parties or parties of any sort.
Probably because my drinking days were way over—and I didn’t dance.
And how a man brings his little brat brother to go skating and came out
with a date was beyond me.

After Biology I had to practically run to American Lit. It was all
the way across campus so in order to make it I had to haul ass. It was a
stadium class where you felt like you should be watching a baseball game
instead of listening to a lecture. There were so many people in the class
that I never sat in the same place and never saw the same people.

I unpacked my book and my notebook and prepared for the most
boring lecture ever. The book wasn’t boring and I did read from time to
time. But the professor spoke in a monotone voice and it sounded like he
was as uninterested as the rest of us were. A girl snuck into the door at the
last minute and looked for a seat before she climbed the stairs.

I had never seen her before and I couldn’t for the life of me
comprehend why. She was drop dead gorgeous with the most perfect pair
of legs not to mention she had hair the color of a smurf’s ass. She spotted a
seat on the other side of the aisle from me and pulled out her book. She had
a black short skirt on and a white tank top and black flip flops. Her blue
hair was braided down her back and as she got comfortable in her seat she
pulled the braid over her shoulder and played with the edges of it.

The monotone teacher continued to drone on and on about
Steinbeck. I tried not to look at her—I swear I did. I blamed it on the
teacher that I couldn’t take my eyes off of her while she couldn’t take her



eyes off of him. His droll voice was keeping her attention, that’s for sure.
Maybe she just liked Steinbeck.

My fellow students packed up their belongings around me but it
wasn’t until one of them shoved past me that I really noticed class was
over. I sat there like a tool watching her gather her things and get ready to
go. I held my breath as her hips swayed side to side while she stepped
down the stairs leading to the door.

I came to a quick revelation. I like black skirts—a lot. I think I like
blue hair too.

I realized that I didn’t know anything about her and wanted to
badly. I grabbed my stuff and headed to the door looking up and down the
hallway but came up short. She was gone. I had missed my opportunity.

A little bummed, I headed to the Union to meet up with Dylan for
lunch and to possibly clobber him for not letting me sleep. I got my tray,
picked out my lunch, paid and walked out to find our regular table. He was
already there with a huge cup of coffee. I didn’t know why in the hell he
was tired, I was the one he was keeping up all night.

I sat down and groaned.

Dylan looked up from his books and said, “What up man? You
look beat.”

I glared at him. “Because you keep me up all night snoring like a
damned bear.”

“Come on, it can’t be that bad. The girls don’t complain.”

I rolled my eyes at him and dug into my burger and fries.

“So, Friday night, you’re still coming right?” He looked excited.
“I hate those frat parties. You know that.” I flicked a fry at him.

“Yeah, but who’s gonna make sure I get home ok? You wouldn’t
want something bad to happen to your best friend would you?”



I squinted my eyes and looked to the side like I was thinking about
it.
“Come on dude, if for nothing else, you gotta see my hot date.”

“Ugh, fine. But this is the last one. All I do is stand there and
watch you make an ass of yourself and then bring you home so you can
puke all morning.”

“Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet a chick at this thing. You know,
go on an actual date?”

“Oh shut up and eat.” I said as he laughed at me.

Finished with my classes for the day, I snuck back to the dorms to
take a nap. I flopped into the bed and by the time I woke up it was almost
nine at night. Dylan was at his desk studying. He had his iPod blaring. I
could hear the music even with his earbuds in. I pulled my pillow over my
head and went back to sleep. But before I did, I remembered the blue haired
beauty.
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5. Nellie

After American Lit I ran to the sandwich shop on my way to work
and grabbed a salad. I went straight into the back and sat at the small table
set up for employees. Cindi joined me. She was eating some weird looking
Thai food that made me question her sanity.

We ate in silence. It seemed like she was distracted by something,
but I didn’t push it.

I worked my whole shift this time and helped Cindi close the
shop. I went back home and Amber had made dinner and was waiting for
me at the table.

“Thanks. I'm starved.” I slumped down into the chair and munched
while she started to talk.

“OK, so I want to tell you about Dylan.”
I nodded instead of talking because my mouth was full of chicken.

“Ugh, he’s so cute! Soooo not my usual type. You know me, I
usually go for the bad boys, but this guy is clean cut and he was wearing a
button down shirt for the love of God. But he was super nice and he was
teaching his little brother to skate!”

“That’s great Am. I’'m happy for you. When are you going out?”
“Friday night. He’s taking me to a party. I don’t know where.”
“Cool. Ok, I gotta go get a shower and get into bed.”

Amber’s phone rang and she picked it up without even saying a
word to me. That girl was long gone already.



I finished eating and cleaned up the kitchen. Amber had gone into
her room with her phone attached.

And for the second time today I thought about Cassandra and
Corey as I readied myself for bed. Cassandra was even more perfect than I
had been. And Corey, he always made sure that everything ‘looked’ right.
We didn’t kiss or hold hands in public. We didn’t even sit by each other at
lunch. He said just because we were together didn’t mean we had to flaunt
it. But as soon as he broke it off with me for being ‘too nice’ he and
Cassandra were all over each other. They practically made out in front of
everyone. And the funny thing was, I hated who I was. I hated who I was
around them. And they didn’t want me?

That reminds me. Soon I’'m going hot pink on my hair. Yeah, like
neon pink.

Two mornings later Amber and I went to class together. It was
math and I sucked at it and so did she. We tried to help each other but it
was like the blind leading the lame. And I was the lame part.

We got breakfast after math in the Union. While I was paying for
mine, I heard a squeal. Amber was hugging some guy who I assumed was
Dylan in the middle of the cafeteria. I groaned. I loved the girl, but she
went through guys like most people go through bars of soap.

I walked over and smiled at her. I was happy for her, I was. I
usually ran guys off with my weird hair and tattoos, not to mention guys
just didn’t like me. She quickly introduced me to Dylan who was very
polite and a little overly charming. But I was suspicious of every guy.

I ate while Amber and Dylan went on and on about the party they
were going to Friday night. They invited me, but I passed. We had a bout
the next day and I didn’t want to be tired. That’s the excuse I used. I
actually didn’t enjoy being around a bunch of drunk guys. Imagine that.

I got through eating and they barely noticed that I had left. When
Amber was in love, and it happened often, she was all in. And I was mostly



forgotten.

I walked to American Lit. I was always late, but I hated to get
there early and pick a seat. It gave me the creeps. So I just got there a little
late and picked whatever seat was left. I walked in and the only seat left
was three rows up and on the right side. I sat and prepared to make myself
listen to the professor. He had some interesting things to say about
Steinbeck, but you had to make yourself stay awake to catch them.

He stopped talking to go into the hall for some water. Everyone
started talking as soon as he left the classroom. I reached into my bag to get
some gum and when my eyes drifted back I saw that the guy in the aisle
next to mine was looking at me. I silently offered him some gum and he
put his hands out to catch it. I chucked it at him and he caught it
effortlessly. He smiled at me and it was just breathtaking. Then I
remembered that he was the guy I saw sitting at the table the other day at
the library.

I popped the gum into my mouth and as soon as I did the fire alarm
sounded. There was one right above my head and everyone scrambled to
get out of the building. People were standing around outside of the building
gawking up expecting flames or smoke. I didn’t see anything and assuming
that the class was over, I headed over to the bookstore early.
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6. Owen

If I didn’t know better, I would say that the universe was goading
me on purpose. Giving me that little gum moment with her and then
ringing the damned fire alarm. And by the way, what the hell was I
thinking? I was looking at her and then all the sudden my body acted
without my permission and I was bumming gum off of her. Lame ass.

I wanted to know her name. I wanted to know why her hair was
that color. I wanted to know what she did to get her legs to look mean as
hell. I wanted to hear her voice just once. I wanted to know everything and
anything about her all at the same time and then bask in the glory of it. At
this point, I would take anything for another moment with her.

I went to meet up with Dylan for lunch. He was scoping out girls
as usual. He was such a sleaze. Even when he was dating someone he was
on the prowl. Me? I couldn’t get a date to save my life. Some girls liked
me until they saw my tattoos and piercings and the ones who liked my
tattoos and piercings usually were a little on the crazy side. At least the
ones I met.

We ate and I listened to him go on and on about Amber. And he
had met Amber’s friend this morning and Amber’s friend had ocean blue
hair and....

“What did you say?” I asked throwing my fork down on the plate.
“What part?” He looked like he had no clue.
“You said the girl had blue hair—Amber’s friend. Spill it.”

“What? Her name is Nellie and she has blue hair. It’s kinda freaky
if you ask me. I mean I know they do that roller derby thing or whatever.
But blue hair, really?”



“Nellie. Nellie. Nellie.” Just whispering her name made me feel
like I knew something about her.

“Yeah. That’s her name. What the hell man? Do you know her?”

“I wish. That girl is in my American Lit. class and I’ve been trying
to talk to her.”

“Well that’s easy man. I’ve got tickets to their next game or match
or whatever they call it. It’s Saturday night at six at the skating rink.”

“Well I'm in. You find out anything else about her?”

“No, I know they live together. Other than that, nothin’”

“I will be there Saturday.”

“YES! Finally you’ve got the hots for a girl other than Amy.”
“Ugh...don’t remind me.”

“I told you that guy Lucas was trouble. But for a while there y’all
were tighter than me and you.”

“You were right. That whole thing sucked.”
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7. Nellie

“Really Hellie? This is like really bad exercise video leotard pink.
This is ‘I got spanked by Ms. America’ pink. This is...”

“Ok, ok, ok, I get it. It’s hot pink. T like it.”

“I guess so. It’s already in your hair. I’m sure it will turn out
well.”

“We have practice tonight so I have to get it washed and dried. We
need to practice hard. That team we’re up against Saturday looks fierce.”

“I know, I know. I’'m gonna call Dylan. Come get me when
you’re getting ready to go and we’ll ride together.”

“Yeah.”

I sat in the bathroom until the timer went off on my phone and then
washed the pink down the drain. Wow, it was really pink. I rinsed and
rinsed until I saw no more pink and then conditioned it well and let that sit
for ten minutes. My poor hair, I put it through hell.

I dried my hair and then got dressed for practice. Lycra pants
underneath shorts and a team t shirt. I made sure my bag had my first aid
kit and all of my skates and paraphernalia. I split my hair down the middle
and made two braids on each side of my head. I brought my bag and my
shoes out to the living room and knocked on Amber’s door to let her know I
was about to leave.

She came out with her bag as I grabbed us some bottled water and
oranges. She talked on the phone from the time she left me dyeing my hair
until I took it from her while we were warming up and hung it up. She was
pissed, I knew she would be. But she needed to get over it. Practice was



practice and I was the team captain here. And on the rink she was no
different than any other team member.

We started off practice with a round of twenty down. After we
finished that we did some practice falls and some of the poor newbies, or
fresh meat as we called them, looked like they were about to die. And we
were only half way through. After practice was finished we were all
whipped. Amber was still pissed when we got into the car and as soon as
practice was over had gotten back on the phone. Now I was pissed.

Thursday and Friday went by and I didn’t even see Amber on
either day. I saw her as she came out of her room on Friday night, dressed
to kill. She sat with me at the table where I was studying and I put my pen
down to look at her.

“I’m sorry, ok? I was pissed that you took my phone away at
practice but I understand. I mean I’ve taken phones away from fresh meat
before. It won’t happen again.”

“Ok, good. You look great by the way.” I gave her a tight lipped
smile.

“Thanks. You should come with us. I hear Dylan’s friend is
coming.”

“I need to study. But have a good time, ok?”

“Yeah, ok.”

There was a knock at the door and she answered it and left without
even saying goodbye. But that was typical for Amber. When she was
dating a guy, I was a second class citizen.

I closed up my books, aggravated and hurt. I decided that I just
wanted to take a long hot bath and relax. After running an insane amount
of hot water and putting in some coconut bubble bath I slid in and tried to
think of something good. Something to make me forget all the negative
personalities in my life. I smiled suddenly as I finally found something
worth smiling at. And he had black hair and the greatest smile I had ever



seen. I wondered, if it wasn’t for that alarm, if he would’ve talked to me. I
laid in the tub and let the scenarios wander through my head.
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8. Owen

This was the last time. And I knew that I said that the time before
but this time I meant it. This is just absurd. I leaned back in the corner of
the frat house with my arms folded watching the scene in front of me. It
was simply mind numbing. The girls and guys who would normally act
studious and intelligent were now bumping and grinding all while keeping
their red plastic cup perfectly balanced, even while they sipped as they
danced. Girls were wearing next to nothing and guys stood to the side
making bets and bumping fists in conversations about who would screw
which one next. Most people would find this everyday activity for people
my age but I had been there and all it brought me was headaches and near
death experiences.

A girl wearing a plaid schoolgirl skirt and a white shirt tied under
her chest sauntered towards me trying to be seductive and failing
completely. She was hot, no doubt, but a drunken schoolgirl trying too hard
was not my thing.

“Hey, something is not wrong here.” Oh Lord, she was talking
stupid already.

“Oh yeah? What’s that?” I asked as I caught her arm so she didn’t
hurt herself. The poor girl was still trying to dance provocatively and all it
accomplished was almost making her bust her ass.

“You’re not dance drinking dancing.” She slurred at me.

“Nope but that girl over there is talking to you.” I faked hearing
something and then pointed to a random girl.

She walked over to the other girl and they started giggling like
what I said was true. That was easy.



People were starting to file out and I heard from a loud guy that the
keg had run dry. I looked around for Dylan and Amber but I didn’t see
them. I sat on the stairs and waited. I was not going up there looking for
them. My phone started ringing. The caller id said ‘Dylan’ so I answered
it.

“Hey...we are hot bubble tub.” The drunken sentences were
grating on my last nerve.

“I’m on my way.” Please don’t let them be naked. Please don't let
them be naked. I’'m never doing this again. Never.

I went through the back door and thankfully they were fully
dressed and only had their feet in the hot tub. After some convincing, they
finally agreed to let me bring them home. I dropped Amber first and Dylan
insisted on walking her up to her apartment. I rolled my eyes and told him
to hurry up.
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9. Nellie

I woke up to giggles and shushed voices and bodies that bumped
into furniture. It was Amber dragging her drunk self in. I went into the
living room and helped an even drunker date get her inside and then
convinced him to leave, making sure he had a driver first. I helped Amber
change and get into bed. She was a lot drunker than she usually was and
would pay in the morning. She went on and on in a drunken stupor about
being in love with Dylan and it reminded me that I had no one.

After I got back into bed I did something that I hadn’t allowed
myself to do in a long while. I cried. As much as I pretended things didn’t
get to me, they did. Corey and Cassandra, even though it all went down
over two years ago, still stung. She was my best friend. Even after the
breakup I felt relieved that it was all over but it still hurt. And then to hear
all of the things that were being said behind my back was vicious.
Apparently it all came down to the simple point of me not putting out.
They had only been together three months before she got pregnant the first
time. They got married immediately and were now expecting their third.

I tried to fit in after that but I couldn’t stand the looks of pity. I
couldn’t stand how people would touch my shoulder and ask if I was ok.
Once, an older lady, who I didn’t even know, hugged my shoulders and
said, “There’s still plenty of time Nellie.” Of course there’s plenty of time.
I was only eighteen for goodness sakes.

But now lying here with my hot pink hair and tattoos and odd
placed piercings, I didn’t know. I was even so desperate that I had been



dreaming about the guy in Lit. class smiling at me when all he wanted was
my gum. Ugh—I’m such a loser.

The next morning I woke up and went out to breakfast knowing
that the smell of food would make Amber sick. I sat in the very corner
booth and ordered the biggest stack of French toast they made. I propped
my feet up on the booth on the other side of the table and ate happily all by
myself. People came in and out and the bell above the door let everyone
know when it happened. And it was that very bell which alerted me to his
presence. The air changed from a breathable mist to a substance that could
be felt on the tips of each hair on my head. The temperature rose from a
comfortable warmth to a heat that was inescapable. The atmosphere itself
shifted and confounded my senses.

The funny thing was, he didn’t even see me. He walked right in
and sat at the first booth to his right with his back to me. I was glad my
meal was almost finished because my appetite had been replaced by a
whole new kind of hunger. A hunger to get my fill of the view of the
muscles in his back as he reached for his glass of water and as he perused
the menu. I leaned my jaw on the upturned palm of my hand and settled in
for the show of a lifetime. I gawked at the hard line of his jaw as he
ordered what I would later find out was enough food for a body builder. He
smiled at the waitress and if she hadn’t been an older lady I instinctively
knew I would’ve had the gumption to clock her just for being smiled at by
him.

Suddenly my purse buzzed with the vibration of my phone and the
coffee cup and silverware clanked on the table as my knees slammed into
the undercarriage of the table. I looked at the phone and the text message
said “Help me, I’'m dying. Where r u?”

It was Amber and her alcohol was coming to get her again.

I paid my ticket and got up to leave. I, as humiliating as it was to
admit, made a ton of noise trying to get him to turn around. I finally got a



snicker and a head shake from the waitress but no budge out of him. Yeabh,
that waitress knew what I was up to.

I passed behind him and had to talk my elbow out of accidentally
slamming him in the back of the neck at one last pitiful attempt at getting
his attention. Even my damned elbow had it bad for this guy. I didn’t even
know his name. But something in my gut told me that I needed to.
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10. Owen

I stopped everything when I smelled coconut. Chewing ceased,
swallowing halted, time stood still. I didn’t know why I suddenly smelled
coconut. But I closed my eyes and reveled in the scent. I heard the bell
above me signal that someone had either left or entered but I didn’t pay
attention to it. Until out of the window I saw her. I saw her profile first but
now her hair was pink, really pink. I got out of the booth and almost made
it to the door before I realized I was running out on my check. I slammed a
twenty dollar bill on the table and ran out after her. But again, I was too
little too late. I saw her in a Honda Civic pulling out of the parking lot.

“Well I’ll be damned.”

For a split second I considered jumping in my Bronco and chasing
her. I already knew where she lived, at least which apartment complex,
from bringing Amber home last night. What the hell was I thinking? I was
going to see her tonight anyway.

I got in my Bronco and headed to the gym. I was wound tighter
than a spring and tired as all hell. T would wait until later before I went
home and tried to sleep while Dylan was gone.

I pulled out of the parking lot, hit the gym and then went back to
the dorms to shower. Dylan was gone and I had a little peace. I pulled on a
pair of shorts and got into my single standard dorm bed. I thought about
meeting Nellie tonight. But I didn’t feel nervous at all. It was as if I had
been waiting to meet her. Like everything in my life was leading me to
her.

I set the alarm and fell asleep in no time.



“If you touch my shoulder one more time, I’'m going to kick your
ass into next week.”

My eyes were still closed and I hadn’t moved from my sleeping
position, but I knew exactly who was shoving me, trying to get me to wake

up.
“I’d like to see you try.” He laughed.
“Ugh—what time is it?”
“You’ve got about an hour until the game or whatever they call it.”
“Ok, I’'m up.”

I got out of bed and opened my dresser. I tore out some ripped
jeans and white v-neck t shirt. Certainly my tattoos wouldn’t be frowned at
amongst roller derby girls, right? I didn’t really know. But I had a gut
feeling that someone with pink hair wouldn’t judge me by my ink,
especially since she had some ink of her own.

I went to brush my teeth and get ready to go. It didn’t take me

long and I paced the floors waiting for Dylan to get in gear. I was anxious
as all hell.

“Ok, let’s roll. Get it, roll? It might take us a while to get parking
and the skate place is clear across town.”

“Finally” I groaned at him and he wasn’t funny.
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11. Nellie

One thing I could always count on was that my team was always
raring to go. Always pumped, always ready to kick ass—always. I never
needed to give them a pep talk or convince them to get back out there.
They were hungry for the kill, whether we were winning or not. And I
loved it, every single second of it.

Everyone was suited up and ready. And suited up for us takes on a
whole new meaning: fishnet stockings, tights with holes in them, short
skirts, lace skirts, tall socks. I went with the short shorts and torn up pink
fishnet stockings which now matched my hair. We all wore matching t
shirts but I had ripped the sleeves off of mine and most of the collar.
Everyone was adjusting their skates and putting on more eye makeup and
more eye makeup. I glanced around the make sure the girls had
remembered to take off all of their jewelry. Not only was it against the
rules, but you took the chance of getting your earlobe ripped off if you
forgot to take out your earrings.

We heard the announcer call our team’s name and the roar my team
let out could be heard from miles away. Whatever team was waiting for us
on the other side had better be scared. And if they weren’t they were flat
out stupid.

We skated out and made some practice round around the ring. I
laughed because it looked like Slam Ya Amber had already drummed up
some beef with a girl from the opposite team. The ref was already in full
force and we were only warming up.



The bout went fast as always and we won but only by the skin of
our teeth. The other team was fierce and their blockers were mean and
huge. Not fat, just muscular and big.

I skated behind the team and had almost made it to the edge when
a body slammed me from behind propelling me into someone else. Then
instead of immediately recovering, I ducked my head because out of
nowhere my team was on the perpetrator before she could get away. The
fight didn’t last long and no one wanted to get in trouble so it was broken
up fairly quickly.

“Are you ok?” A very masculine, low voice said and the sound
hummed against my face, which meant...

“Oh, sorry,” I said as I scrambled to get my face away from his
chest.

“Are you ok?” he repeated himself.

“Look, I...” It was him, the gum guy. I had been pummeled right
into the chest of the guy that I had been fantasizing about for a freakin’
week now. What are the odds?

“Damn Owen, looks like a shitload of cotton candy just fell into
your lap.”

He did not just say my hair looks like cotton candy.
I gave him my meanest glare. “Real original, douche bag.”

“Let me help you.” Owen, I knew his name now, whispered against
my ear.

“I got this.” I pulled myself up and headed towards the locker
room without another look at him. Once there, I slammed my forehead
against one of the metal boxes. I finally met him and I acted like a spazzy
angry freak. I had ruined my slim chance with him because I couldn’t
control my big mouth.



Everyone else changed clothes around me and I took off my skates
and changed into a team t shirt and some yoga pants. I wasn’t going to go
celebrate with the team tonight. My back was already killing me from the
slam I had taken minutes ago and the soreness from the bout had yet to
settle in.

I grabbed my bag and as I turned the corner I could see Amber and
Dylan swapping spit near the exit and then I saw Owen. I remembered his
name from Dylan saying it earlier. He was leaned over the railing of the
rink swinging his keys back and forth. His elbows rested on the rail and the
posture made his biceps bulge and they were all inked up. The ink
enhanced every inch it touched and stirred something dangerous within me.
I immediately felt the heat of a blush creeping its way from my neck clear
to my cheeks.

I swallowed the enormous lump in my throat and moved towards
the door ready for the let down—ready for the dismissal. As soon as my
footsteps could be heard his head lifted and our eyes locked. Amber and
Dylan stopped making out for a few seconds to talk to me.

“Jeez Hellie. Took you long enough. We’re going out to
celebrate. Let’s go.”

“Thanks but I’m just gonna go home. My back is killin” and I just
want to eat and go to bed.”

“Ugh...whatever. Ok, so, we can drop you off at the apartment on
the way, I guess.”

A new voice, low and slow, entered the conversation.

“It’s ok, I’ll take her home.” His voice was warm hands to my cold
trembling fingers.

“Are you sure?” The whole thing sounded too good to be true. He
was too perfect.

“Yeah, of course.”



“Ok Hellie, take care of that back.” And as fast as a snap of the
fingers they were gone.

I started to walk towards him and he reached out and grabbed my
bag from me. It was killing my shoulder so I was grateful.

“Thank you.” I tried to smile at him and he simply nodded.

We got into his Bronco and he put my bag in the back. He got in
after opening my door for me, started it up and took off towards my
apartment. I needed to say something to remedy my earlier behavior but
didn’t know what.

“So, I’'m sorry about earlier. I was just pissed about the cotton
candy comment.”

He glanced at me briefly and smiled.

“It’s fine. Dylan can be a jerk sometimes. And I like the pink.
Blue was cool too though.”

“Thanks. So, I’'m Nellie and you’re Owen. Right?”

“Yeah. And it was me that dropped Amber off after the party.
That’s how I know the way.”

He turned into my complex and pulled into a parking space and
shut off the engine. We both sat still and silent for a long time. I was sure
the heat waves that flowed between us could be seen by anyone and
everyone. It was stifling.

“So, I'd better go.” I whispered.

“So soon?” he whispered back.

“What?” I heard him clearly but I wanted to be sure.
“I’ll um—7I’1l get your bag.” He unlocked the door.

He carried my bag to my apartment and as I opened the door I was
compelled not to let him go yet.



“Are you hungry? I’m starving and I,” was babbling.
“Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude.”

“Yeah, come on. We’ll order pizza.”

“Ok.”

He came in after me and closed and locked the door like he
belonged here. And I wish he did belong here.

“What toppings?” I shouted to him from the kitchen as I was on the
phone with the pizza joint.

“Whatever. I'll eat anything.”
I remembered him eating gobs of food at the diner and smiled.
‘(Ok.’)

I ordered two pizzas with everything and two orders of cheesy
bread.

I entered the living room and he was still standing in the same spot
and his face was completely white. I looked around to see what the
problem was but didn’t see anything alarming.

“What’s wrong?” I laughed a little because this big guy was
obviously scared of something.
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12. Owen

I heard her asking what was wrong with me but how could I tell
her?

“I, um, I’m just nervous.” And apparently I’'m a big pansy.
“Why?’)

She sat on the couch and patted the seat next to her. I sat, stiff as
could be and let out a huge breath.

“Well, I’ve tried to get your attention in class and ended up asking
you for gum.”

She giggled at that and it made me relax to hear her laugh, even at
my expense.

“And then this morning I may have chased you out of the diner
forgetting to pay my bill. I probably would’ve gotten picked up for petty
theft. I don’t know. It’s kinda surreal being here.”

Now she was really laughing. Then she threw her head back and
as she did she winced and groaned, but never stopped laughing.

“Ow, that hurts.” She stopped and stretched this way and that.
“I’m glad my stalking is entertaining you.”
“I’m just glad you found me. You are way to pretty for prison.”

The doorbell rang and she got up slowly and went to her purse to
get money I assumed.

“Hey, I’ve got this.” I took out my wallet and opened the door and
paid the delivery guy.



I turned to her with questions written all over my face about the
amount of food she had ordered.

“So, yeah, I saw you at the diner way before you saw me. You
ordered enough food for three people so...”

“You were stalking me? Damn it. I thought I was the stalker.”

“Um, I think we both are.” We laughed together and it was so easy
to be around her.

I let her walk in front of me on purpose, mostly to be a gentleman,
but a lot had to do with the view. I reminded her to take some pain medicine
before we ate.

We sat at her small table and ate while we talked. All of my nerves
had calmed. We sat joked and laughed until she looked like she might fall
over at the table. We stared at each other as we both realized that the night
had come to a natural end. I cleared my throat to tell her to get some rest
and to somehow weasel her phone number from her. But she beat me to the
punch.

“Wanna know something weird?” She half laughed half whispered.
“Yeah.” Was she kidding me? I wanted to know everything.

“I just met you, officially, but I’'m not ready for you to leave yet.
Amber won’t be back for a while. Can you stay?”

“You have no idea how much I wanted you to say that.” And I
meant every word.
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13. Nellie

I felt so incredibly relaxed with him around. Like he had been here
all along. And I had been waiting for him to arrive.

We sat in the living room on my beat up thrift store couch and
decided on a reality TV show. I giggled as he groaned at the really
awful parts and somehow through the hour my head ended up leaning
against his arm. And then as if we had known each other forever he raised
his arm and I curled into his side knowing my place by heart. The soft
rhythm of his chest rising and falling under my cheek rocked me to sleep
before I could attempt to stop it.

I felt myself being jostled around and then covered with a blanket
but I was exhausted and I couldn’t open my eyes. I heard the door close
and whimpered the tiniest weary whine in protest of his absence but never
opened my eyes.

The next morning I stretched and realized that I was in my bed
when I fell asleep on the couch—with Owen. I covered my face and almost
squealed like a girl at the extremely heroic gesture of him carrying me to
my bed. The act alone was the sweetest I could imagine. And then it hit
me.

“Son of a bi...” Ididn’t get his phone number or give him mine. I
found out his last name was Black last night so I could look him up in the
student directory, but how lame was that?

I flung back the covers in aggravation and went to use the
bathroom and brush my teeth. I grabbed my toothbrush and as I met my
own reflection in the mirror I saw a note sticking out of the side of the
medicine cabinet. I smiled and grabbed it.



Nellie,

Couldn’t bear to wake you. You looked so gorgeous and peaceful. Hope I
put you in the right bed. My cell number is at the bottom of this note.

Thank you for dinner and letting me spend time with you. Feel better.
O
P.S. I snuck a kiss on your forehead. Couldn’t help myself.

I sat on the side of the tub and read the note again and held it to my
chest like a goon. I finished brushing my teeth and went directly to my
phone to text him.

N: Thx for putting me in my bed.

I waited a few minutes and just when I put the phone down to
resume getting dressed I heard the message tone.

O: Ur welcome. How r u feeling?
N: Sore.

O: :( Got plans today?

N: Study @ library then work.

O: I sit in the back by the law books if u wanna join me around
noon.

N: K

I didn’t say yes or no, I wanted to let him stew a little. I put on a
raggedy jean skirt; it was raggedy on purpose, and a light blue tank top. I
straightened my hair and left it down. I went out into the kitchen to get
some breakfast and noticed that Amber’s room was open. She hadn’t spent
the night here. But I knew that Dylan lived in the same dorm room as
Owen. I texted him again.



N: Amber’s not home.

O: I know.

N: Dylan?

O: Yeah. Slept in the Bronco.

I didn’t answer that one. I felt awful that he had to sleep in his car
because my best friend was so inconsiderate and so was his roommate.

N: Breakfast?

O: With you?
N:Y

O: Name the place

I told him to meet me in the diner where we had stalked each other
the day before. And a half an hour later I sat across from him staring into
eyes that were the color of a dark green forest. He barely fit into the booth
and he ordered one of everything. I felt like a pixie in comparison to his
stature. I only ate half of my waffle and when I saw him eyeing it I pushed
the plate over to him. He lined it up with the rest of the plates and ate all of
it. I was working on my second cup of coffee when he finally finished.

“Sorry.”
“For what?” I couldn’t imagine what he was sorry for.
“A girl once told me that the amount of food I ate was sickening.”

“She was nuts. I want some pom-poms so I can cheer you on. It’s
mesmerizing.”

“Mesmerizing huh? You know what else is mesmerizing?”
“What?” Who knew what this boy was going to come up with.
“You—snoring.”

I scoffed at him and put my hand to my chest feigning insult.



“T do not snore.”

“Oh yeah, you do. But it’s a really quiet feminine snore, so it’s
ok.”

“Um, you know that makes you a creeper, right?”
“Creeper?”
“Yeah, one of those weird guys who watches girls sleep. Creeper.”

“I didn’t watch you sleep. I heard you snore and I looked down
and you were asleep so I picked you up and carried you to bed and covered
you up. So, not a creeper.”

“And?”

“And what?” He shrugged his shoulders like he forgot the most
important part.

“You kissed me.”

The waitress came and he smiled broad as he knew he’d been
saved from admitting anything even though we both knew. He paid again
and gave me a stern frown when I protested.

We left the diner and made plans to meet at the library.

I saw him park but I was already inside. I snuck in the side
entrance and went to where the law books were. Eeewww, gross, please
don’t want to sit at this icky table.

He came up and stood beside me. The smell of cedar enveloped
me. The same smell I fell asleep to last night.

“Are we going to study standing up?”
“No smartass. I hate these tables. I never, ever sit at these tables.”
‘(Why?”

“Because they are always sticky and I don’t know what made them
sticky and it freaks me out.”



“Ok, so where do you sit?”
“On the floor in between rows.”
“Well, lead the way.”

I went to the very back row and as stealthily as I could bent my
legs sideways and sat down. He sat diagonal from me and I stretched my
legs out so that my feet were next to him. I took off my flops and let my
toes play with the cold law books.

I pulled out my reading for History and he pulled out his Biology
book. He read and made notes and I read more and more about the Civil
War than I ever wanted to. My toes started to get cold so without thinking I
nudged them behind his back and he huffed out a laugh.

“Come on.” He whispered while patting his thigh. He put his book
off to the side and propped it up on his backpack.

“What?”

He, soft as a feather, grabbed my feet and put them both in his lap
and started to lazily rub my toes and the bottoms of my feet while reading
his book. I was only skimming my book at this point. Rubbing my feet
was stirring all kinds of thoughts and none of them were about history. Not
even close.

He stopped rubbing my feet sometime later and then he did the
most heart melting thing I had experienced since being put in my bed. He
pulled his shirt up and pulled it on top of my feet so that my soles were up
against his abs and put his hand on top of them to keep it in place. I hope
he knew that he was warming up a lot more than my feet.
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14. Owen

I kept turning the pages in my book like a moron even though I had
no idea what the hell was on those pages. My hands were now on the tops
of her feet and her feet were under my shirt. So then I started rubbing the
tops of her feet. I just couldn’t help myself. Those feet were connected to
her legs. And her legs were just begging to be touched. And after watching
her last night from the sidelines I knew why. The girl was a wicked skater.
There was one time when she flew past me and I could feel the wind move
my hair. And even when she screwed up her face and contortioned her
body to block another player, she just took my breath away. She was
putting off this bad girl vibe, but I caught on quick. Because it was just
that, an act. She was sweet and caring and she sucked in a breath every
time I touched her. Complete innocence.

And I am a jaded jackass.

As much as I needed to stop touching her, I couldn’t. And as much
as I needed to leave her alone and let her find someone good enough for
her, I wouldn’t. She deserved so much more, but the thought of some other
guy’s hands on her was crippling.

I looked over to her and smiled. She smiled back at me and then
both of our smiles faded and I nearly expected the books around us to catch
fire. I needed to stop what was happening, but I couldn’t. I lacked the
sheer strength.

I put her feet back on the floor next to me and scooted closer. My
hands moved of their own accord. My left hand combed through the softest
hair I’d ever felt. My right hand started at her knee and splayed against her
thigh and moved upwards until it met its nemesis in the form of a blue-jean
skirt. God help me, her legs were like silk underneath my fingers. Her icy
blue eyes stayed frozen with mine as I moved even closer but widened
nonetheless.



I moved in slower because I wanted to make sure I remembered
this moment in case she ever figured out who I had been. I needed to keep
this moment. My eyes had moved to her lips, which were opened the tiniest
bit like a door opened to let me in. They flickered up to see her eyes on my
lips. They met for just a second, just enough to make my entire body come
to life. I pulled away, only an inch or two, and she cocked her head to the
side and smiled. And then my innocent girl grabbed me by the front of my
shirt and went for it.

And just when our mouths had found where they melted just right
into each other I heard a deliberate clearing of a throat.

“Damn” I whispered and Nellie giggled.

We both turned our heads to see an older man shaking his finger at
us but smiling at the same time. He was probably remembering when he
got some library love.

She took a look at her watch and then started packing up as he
finally left us alone.

“Am I that bad of a kisser?” I laughed at her.

“I have to go to work. I didn’t realize how late it had gotten. You
were distracting me.”

“But it was a good distraction.” Way to fish for compliments dill
weed.

She rolled her eyes at me but didn’t answer. She bent her legs and
gracefully got up and pulled her skirt down a little making sure she was all
covered.

I stood up with her to at least walk her out.

She leaned up against one of the shelves opposite me and
groaned.

“Ugh, I’'m never going to be able to study here again.”

She smiled as she said it.



“So when can I see you again?” I sounded desperate, but the truth
was, I was already jonesing for our next encounter.

“I have work on Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays and I
have practice on Tuesdays and Thursdays. But we only have two more
weeks of the season.”

“Hmmm—what time is practice on Tuesdays and Thursdays?”
“From six to eight.”

“Well, I don’t work. If I’'m a good boy, which I usually am, my
parents give me money to live on. So if you want to see me, just text me.
And I’m going to think up some creative ways to see you in between your
busy schedule.”

“Explain creative.”

“Nope-”
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15. Nellie

I worked my regular shift and went home to rest. When I got there
Amber wasn’t home again. Poor Owen. I wondered how girly it would be
to text him and see where he was.

N: U ok?

s Y,u?

'Y, where r u?

: Sleeping

: Where?

: Bronco

: I got a couch with ur name on it.
: U sure?

: Def.

O Z O 2 0 2 0O Z O

: On my way.

I hurried to take a shower and put some other clothes on before he
got here. I was starving so I ordered Chinese and lots of it. I also took out
some sheets and blankets and pillows and stacked them on the edge of the
couch. The Chinese food got to the apartment before he did and I did a
little ‘Ha Ha’ in my head since I got to pay for the food this time.

I got plates and forks out and some bottles of water. I hadn’t had
time to do anything to my hair except to comb it out. I was only wearing
purple sweat pants and a white fitted t shirt and zero make-up so I hoped I
didn’t scare him to death.



He knocked on the door and every time I saw him I was amazed at

how huge he was. Now I wasn’t sure if he would fit on my couch.

He smiled and stepped in with a bag. I closed the door and was

going to ask him if he was hungry as if I didn’t know he was. Before I
could he grabbed me under my arms, lifting me up, and held me to him.
After a few seconds of shock I threw my arms around his neck and held on
to him as tight as he was holding me. He kissed the side of my neck and
whispered “Thank you” into my ear. I whispered “You’re welcome” back
into his ear and made sure that my lips grazed his earlobe as I did. It
amazed me that this little gesture could make this big guy shudder but it
did. He was still holding me and I pulled back and held his face in my

hands.

me.

“Hungry?” I asked.

“Yeah, I will go get something. What do you want?”

“I want you to sit down and eat. I already got food.”

“Thanks, you didn’t have to.”

He slowly put me down and we sat at the table together to eat.
“I hope I got something you like.”

“I like anything. Don’t ever worry about that.” He laughed.
“Good.”

“You look different tonight.”

My heart sunk down in my chest. Oh, he thinks I look like crap.

“You’re not wearing makeup.” He was looking at me, scrutinizing

“Yeah, sorry, I just didn’t have time.”

He grabbed my hand across the table and squeezed my fingers to

get my attention.



“Tonight is the most beautiful I have ever seen you. And I’ve been
blown away by your beauty a couple of times already.”

He went back to eating as if he hadn’t said the most amazing thing
I had ever heard.

I cleared my throat in an attempt to reel myself in and continued to
eat. He didn’t say anything else and neither did I. I finished way before
him and rested my face in my hands and truly enjoyed watching him eat.

He ate every last bite and I almost felt like clapping. He looked
sheepish about the whole thing.

“So, if you want to get a shower, you can. I’ve got an early class
tomorrow, so I have to get to bed. It’s ten already.”

“Ok, I’ll be quick.” He rushed to the living room to grab his bag
and I heard the shower running soon after. I cleaned up the mess and
readied the couch for him to sleep on.

He came out of my room wearing some gray pajama pants and a
white t shirt. I tried not to stare, but I could see most of his tattoos and I
could almost swear that there were some piercings under that shirt. One
day I would either ask him about them or maybe if I was lucky, I would get
to see them.
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16. Owen

I trembled under the cold mist of the shower. I turned on the hot
water at first but when I stepped in and remembered that this is where she
showered, where she was naked, I turned the water to cold as quickly as
possible. I hurried through it, not knowing how much longer I could stand
there where she stood and smelling coconut all around me.

I got out and toweled off, even the towels smelled like her. I put
on some pajamas that I went into the dorm to grab. Thankfully everyone
was still dressed when I went to get them.

I walked out to the living room and she was laying out blankets for
me to sleep on, as if she hadn’t done enough for me tonight already.

“You didn’t have to do that. You’ve done enough. Thanks again.”

“It’s no problem, really. And I would let you sleep in Amber’s
bed, but there’s no telling how long that girl has gone between washing her
sheets. She’s such a mess.”

“Anything is better than the Bronco. Trust me.”

“Good. Ok, I’'m going to bed. Do you need anything else?”
“Nah, I'm good. Goodnight.”

“Goodnight.”

I sat on her couch and then lay down, stretching my legs out. I
heard her bedroom door open again, but didn’t know what to make of it
until I saw her leaning over the back of the couch, smiling.

“I forgot something.” She said.

“What?” I asked.



“This.”

She leaned over further and kissed me. More than a peck but far
shorter than what I wanted. But it was perfectly her.

“Ok, now I can go to sleep.” She said.
“Yeah, and now I can’t.” I said loud enough so she could hear me.

I heard her bedroom door close and before I knew it, I was out.

When I heard her bedroom door again it was morning already. The
sun beamed through the kitchen window pointed its glow directly at my
face.

I felt her sit on the edge of the couch next to me and run her fingers
through the front of my hair.

“Owen, I’ve got to leave soon. Why don’t you go get in my bed
and sleep some more. You look like a giant on a toothpick.”

“What time is it?” I croaked out.

“It’s a little after six. I have class at seven, but I’'m going to get
coffee first. What time is your first class?”

‘(Ten)’
“Ok, so you can sleep almost three more hours. Come on.”

She tugged on me a few times before I finally relented and
slouched into her room and fell asleep.

I woke up to the sound of my phone’s alarm going off from the
other room. I went in and retrieved it and went back to her bed. I set the
alarm for the latest possible time to wake up and went back to sleep.

My phone did its job and I went to get my clothes, got dressed and
went to leave. There was an envelope taped to the door that read ‘Owen’.

I opened it and pulled out a key and a note.



Please lock up after you leave. You can give me the key back in American
Lit.

Hope you slept well.
N

P.S. You don’t snore and you are sexy as hell in the morning.

I left and threw my bag in the Bronco before going to grab some
quick breakfast and went to class. I had slept better those few hours in her
bed than I had in weeks. How was I ever going to sleep right
again?
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17. Nellie

Concentrating on math was hard enough at seven in the morning.
But trying to pay attention while I knew that Owen was sleeping in my bed
was torture. Even when I went into my bathroom to brush my teeth, he had
left his shirt in there and it smelled like him. It was all I could do to return
it to his bag. I wanted to keep it. Hell, I wanted to use it as a pillow case.

Where did tough Nellie go? She disappeared on me and in her
place is sappy Nellie. Nice.

Amber and I went for breakfast after Algebra. She wasn’t talking
about last night and I wasn’t asking. I tried not to ask about these things. It
seemed like when I finally got caught up and involved the relationship
ended. So the best thing was for me to listen when she wanted me to and
leave it at that.

We ate breakfast in silence and then sat together. We talked for a
few minutes about shallow things. How my back was, how work was,
things like that. And then she told me as she picked in her eggs that she
slept with Dylan the night before. I wanted to tear her ass up for not even
thinking about Owen and how uncomfortable that would make him not to
mention left him without a place to sleep. But that’s who she was.

I opened my mouth to make a passive aggressive statement about
her selfishness, but Dylan plopped into the seat next to her and I became
invisible.

Not five minutes after he sat down, I got up and left. This was
really getting ridiculous. I went to the library for a while and then made my
way to American Lit when it was time. It was funny because I actually
tried to get to class in time to get a seat next to him.



I walked in and paused by the door and saw him before he saw
me. He was digging into his bag for something. I walked up five rows and
sat next to him. He was still digging in his bag but he was smiling now. It
was contagious and soon we were both smiling like goons.

I got my notebook and pen out and faced forward to get ready for
the lecture. We had moved on to Tennessee Williams and I loved him too.
I felt something being slipped into my hand and looked down to see Owen
slipping my key back into my hand but this was no trivial act. It was slow
and deliberate, his simple act made me want to take him into the empty
hallway and do all the things I thought about doing last night, and this
morning. He rubbed the back of his neck in my peripheral and I turned my
head slightly to smile at him as I put the key in my pocket. He was
blushing and it I swore it was more apparent than mine in the library the
day before.

I would give organs to know what he was thinking about.

I stared forward trying my damndest to pay attention and failing.
My fingers itched and I had to flex them and wring them with my other
hand to make them cease their mission. My body had plans of its own
regarding Owen. How much longer I was going to be able to control it, I
didn’t know.

Class ended and we stayed seated while the masses filed out of the
classroom around us. I got up and looked back at him. He was smiling up
at me and I wondered if he knew the profound effect it had on me.

“You have time for lunch?” He asked.
“No, I have to go straight to work.” I answered.
“Ok, well, see you later.” He answered and stood up next to me.

“Yeah, ok.” I made my way out with him behind me in silence until
we parted ways outside the building. He stopped walking but I didn’t stop.
I didn’t want to be late for work.

Cindi was perky and loud today and proclaimed that Leah and I
were getting paid through ten o’clock but that she was closing the store at



eight. I was relieved as I didn’t get hardly any sleep the night before
knowing that Owen was just steps away.

We closed up early, having to scoot and persuade the remaining
customers out. One older lady didn’t want to stop reading the book she had
so I told her it was my gift. It was an older paperback and we sold them for
two dollars. I told Cindi I would pay her but she just laughed and said
something about me loving the customers more than she did.

I went home to an empty apartment. I peeked into Amber’s room
and she wasn’t there again. So this time I just called him.

“Hey” He answered quickly
“Are you having to stay out of your room?” I asked.

“No, I’m in my room. They went somewhere. I don’t know
where.”

“Oh, ok, good. I just got in from work and wondered.”
“I’m fine. Thanks for checking on me.”

“Of course. Well, I'm gonna get showered and go to bed. I’ll see
you when I see you I guess.”

“Goodnight Nellie.”

“Night.” I hung up the phone, showered and went to bed. I pulled
the covers up around me and it smelled like his scent and mine mingled
together. It was heaven.

I picked up my phone and texted him.

N: My bed smells like you.

O: I wish mine smelled like you.

N: Makes it feel like you are here with me.
O: I wish I was.

N: Me too.



I put my phone back to charge and curled up in my Owen scented pillows.
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18. Owen

Between Dylan’s snoring and Nellie saying things like that to me I
was never going to sleep right again.

I wanted to see her tomorrow, but at the same time I didn’t want to
smother her. Absence and fondness and all that. So tomorrow I would go
to my classes as usual and then hit the gym. I put my arms behind my head
and started to nod off. But I missed her already. I just felt off—probably
just tired.

I woke up the next day and went to my morning classes. I ate
lunch with Dylan and we were both relieved that we were almost at mid-
term. It felt like this semester was lasting forever. After I went to the gym I
grabbed dinner and went to the commons area in the dorms to watch the
latest zombie show with everyone else. I probably looked at my phone five
thousand times wondering if she had texted me or called me. But she
didn’t. T knew that she had practice between six and eight, so I didn’t even
bother looking until after that. I got into bed about ten o’clock and I had
waited long enough. I wondered how big of a dork she would think I was.

O: I miss u.
N: You have no idea.

I let a huge breath escape and smiled to myself. I had turned into a
certifiable sap. My phone alerted me before I could respond to her.

N: Practice was killer.
O: Did you take something?
N: Nabh, just soaked in the tub.

O: Won’t keep you. Get some sleep.



N: Ok. Goodnight.
O: Goodnight.

Morning came quickly and Dylan still wasn’t in his bed. Poor
Nellie probably had to listen to all sorts of noises last night. I looked at the
time and went to eat breakfast before I went to class, just stopping at a
drive-thru. Surprisingly, I arrived in class after her and she had an empty
seat next to her. She damn near killed me with her sweetness, but I was
drawn to it simultaneously. How in the world she managed to look at me
like she did was beyond imagination. One of these days I was going to
have to explain to her how jagged I still was. How the scars had faded, but
were still visible. How I didn’t feel like she should have anything to do
with me if she knew. I felt unworthy.

Still I approached her, unable to help myself. I sat next to her stiff
as a board and unable to move, strangled by my own self-loathing.

As soon as she touched me, my whole body released its stress and
tension and relaxed in an instant. She slowly and deliberately ran her
fingers under my wrist and lined her hand up with mine but she stopped
there. She was waiting for me to complete the bond between our hands. 1
positioned my hand to let her fingers cross in and out of mine and she
rubbed her thumb along the side of my hand.

Her poker face stood unmoved by our connection. She continued
to stare at the professor droning on and on about—something. Maybe she
wasn’t affected by our touch the way I was. But I remembered the way she
melted into me at the library so I decided to test the waters.

I unlatched my hand from hers and ran it up her shorts clad thigh
and as I progressed she gasped and then feigned a coughing fit to cover it
up after almost everyone in the classroom turned to look at her. I could
barely contain my laughter. After she finished fake coughing I put my hand



back on her leg but this time she slapped it away. Minutes later class ended
and now I didn’t know if I had a lunch date or not.

She was quiet for a few minutes and I finally let out my laughter
and I got slapped in the shoulder for it.

“I cannot believe you! I’'m never sitting next to you again. Ever.”
She was yelling but she was laughing too.

“Oh come on. You were sitting over there so cool like you didn’t
care where I was. I had to make a point.”

“You ‘bout done?” She asked.
“Just getting started.”

I let her put her backpack on before I grabbed her up and threw her
over my shoulder. She screamed and beat on my back and kicked
frantically but to no avail. Her screams turned into uncontrollable laughter
and she was shaking on my shoulder.

“You’re supposed to be mad.”

“I can’t, it’s like Shrek and Fiona!” Admitting it out loud made her
laugh harder.

“Did you just call me an ogre?” I said in my best Scottish accent.
Suddenly she was pulling up my shirt in the back.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I said as I rearranged
her so she wouldn’t fall off.

“I’m seeing if you’re green under there.” She laughed so hard that
it now had become silent and her whole body was shaking on my shoulder.

“Put my shirt down before I hang you by your ankles.”
“OK, ok, ok. I wasn’t looking at your butt crack. Jeez.”

By the time we got there she was complaining of her stomach
hurting from laughter.



I sat her down at a table very non-gracefully.
“Hey! I'm not a sack of cement. Take it easy.”

I bent down and kissed the crap out of her right there in the middle
of the dining tables in the Union and that shut her up.

“I’m going to get us some lunch while you recover, ok Princess
Fiona?”

Her cheeks were a cute shade of red and she just nodded.

I came back a few minutes later with burgers and fries and sat
across from her. She had turned serious but her blush remained.

“You ok?” I asked as I put way too much ketchup on my plate.
“Yeah.” She whispered.

We both ate and I could tell she was thinking way too hard about
something. I looked up and she smiled at me.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. I, um, I have to go to work.” She scrambled.

“Ok, I’ll throw your stuff away. Be careful.”

She stopped in her tracks as I told her to be careful and I meant it.

She turned around and walked back up to me and bent down to kiss
me on the cheek and then kept walking. It was too late for me now. I was
long gone.
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19. Nellie

If he didn’t quit being the way he was I was going to be a goner.
And if I was honest with myself, I already was. I felt free. Free to be who I
was without judgment or presumptions about who I should be.

I went into work and Cindi wanted to talk to me in the back. 1
hadn’t done anything, so I wasn’t really worried but it was weird. I went
into her office and she wore bright yellow boots and huge yellow flower
earrings but she looked serious as a heart attack.

“Yo, what’s up homie?” She said and I just rolled my eyes.
“The thug thing is not working.” I laughed as I told her.
“Damn. So I need to talk to you.” She patted me on the knee.

“Shoot.”

“Ok, I never really liked this store. I mean people read more than
they buy. I’ve been told that selling on the internet could change that, but I
suck at the internet. So I was thinking that I’d give the store to you.”

I gripped the edge of her desk and looked around to see if I was on
a hidden camera show. She shot from the hip, that was for sure.

“You can’t be serious.”
“Well, I wouldn’t joke.”
“Holy crap!” I screamed.

“Everyone would stay on as employees. You’d have to name a
manager to be in charge when you’re not here. But the profits and the
running of the place would be yours.”

“Holy crap!” I screamed again.



“Come on Hellie. I’'m beginning to rethink this if all you can say is
that.”

I just sat there amazed and frightened. This was huge.

“OK, just think it over. It will be six months before it can officially
be yours. I need to get some loans paid off and leave you in the clear. So
just take some time and think about it.”

“Um, ok.”

My shift ended and I didn’t remember a thing about it. All I could
think about was Cindi and her offer. There was no way I was turning her
down, but I also wanted to let it sit for a while to make sure I took all of this
seriously.

I got home and Amber was watching some show about people
singing on TV. I walked right past her and into the kitchen to make
something to eat. We seriously needed to go grocery shopping.

“All we have is cheese and one egg.” Amber yelled from the living
room.

“Well, why didn’t you go to the store? It’s your turn,” I yelled
back.

“I’ve been busy, give me a break.” I could just imagine her rolling
her eyes as she spoke.

“Did you eat?” I was now behind her while she sat on the couch.

“Yeah, Dylan and I went to eat burgers.” She said like it was no
big deal that she had time to go out and sit and watch TV but had no time to
buy groceries.

I took out my cell phone and texted Owen.
N: U asleep?

O: No, I live with a human chainsaw



N: Hungry?

O: Always. Where r u?

N: At home. Wanna meet me somewhere?
O: Diner?

N: Yeah, 20 min?

0:Y

I changed clothes quickly and put my hair up. I wore yoga pants
and a long sleeve white t shirt. I grabbed my bag and headed out. Amber
didn’t even look up from the TV as I passed.

I parked at the diner and watched as Owen got out of his Bronco
and made his way into the almost empty restaurant. He nearly filled the
door as he entered and went to the corner booth. The waitress approached
him and he waived her off, but did so courteously.

I got out of the car and went in and his smile lit up the whole
place. I wished that smile would greet me as I came in instead of Amber’s
selfish attitude and one track mind.

“Hey. »

“Hey, I’'m sorry it’s so late but we had no groceries in the
apartment and I was starving. And I know this great guy who is so huge
that he eats almost twenty four hours a day so I called him figuring he
wouldn’t mind.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, he should be here any minute.” I craned my neck and
looked out the window as if I was looking for the guy instead of sitting next
to him.

When I sat back down he was right next to me. I gasped as his
nearness startled me. He leaned into my ear and whispered.



“Let me know when he shows up so I can stop doing this.” And
then he kissed me right where my earlobe meets my jaw line. If it weren’t
for my solid grip on the table I would’ve melted off of the booth.

The waitress approached and I put my hands on my face and tried
to cover my blush.

She took our drink orders and he told her that we would need a
minute on the food. She giggled a little and I realized it was the same
waitress who saw me make a noisy fool out of myself last week.

“Is this going to become a habit?” I asked.
“What?” His face was so innocent.

“You know public groping, making out in public, thing of that
sort?”

“Well, I remember the public groping, but I don’t remember the
making out. Is that next? When do we get to that part?” He was practically
jumping up and down.

“Oh Lord, I’ve given him an idea.” I said as I hit my forehead on
the table.

I turned my head towards him as I lifted it off of the table and he
had turned solemn on me.

“What?” I was confused. One minute we were joking and now
this?

“Look, you need to be honest with me. If you don’t like me
touching you...”

“Owen, look at me.” I grabbed his hand to get his attention. “I was
truly joking. I don’t mind it at all. In fact, I wish you would be more
comfortable touching me whenever you want. But we haven’t even gone
out on a real date yet. So I don’t know if you’re just fooling around or...”

He got closer and nailed me with the most honest glare I’ve ever
seen.



“Do you think I’m joking around here?” He asked me as he pulled
my entire body towards him.

I reached out and touched the line of his jaw with the tips of my
fingers. “No.”

“We’re on the same page then.” I shook myself out of my stupor
and looked at the menu.

The waitress approached and he ordered pancakes, eggs, bacon,
sausage, hashbrowns and a burger and fries. She laughed and I ordered
French toast—again.

While we waited for the food, I told him about the bookstore and
he looked amazed. He asked me what I was going to do and then
congratulated me when I told him. The whole time his hands were on me.
I usually hated when guys would constantly touch me, but this felt
different. Not pervy or skeezy, just loving and caring. It was a new thing
for me.

We ate and he finished off my food as usual and I looked down to
find that it was nearly two a.m.

“It’s almost two. I’m so sorry. Do you have an early class?”

‘I don’t have class until ten. So it’s fine. I live on very little sleep
anyway with Dylan.”

“That sucks. So when do I get to see you again?”
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20. Owen

God, I was falling hard for this girl. She didn’t play games or give
me whiplash with those games people play when they’re dating. One
minute they’re up your butt and then the next they’re ignoring you. She
didn’t pretend that she was naive or try to be overly sexy. She didn’t do that
thing girls do when you ask them out and they pretend they’re busy or they
don’t care. She was just a natural at reeling me in without even trying.
Heaven help me if she ever really tried.

She asked me straight up when she was going to see me again.
“I have something planned for tomorrow after practice.”
“Ok, but I’'m warning you. Sometimes I get cranky after practice.”

I could not even imagine this girl cranky or mean or angry for one
second.

“Ok, I will consider myself warned. But once you see me you’ll
forget crankiness.”

“You make me forget all the bad stuff.”
“One day you’re gonna trust me enough to tell me the bad stuff.”

“Probably the same day you trust me enough to tell me your bad
stuff.”

“And what makes you think I have bad things to tell?”

The waitress came and gave us the ticket and I paid it right away
and let her keep the change. Nellie got up and we walked out together
towards her car.



“You didn’t answer my question.” I tugged on her hand to remind
her.

She leaned her back on her car and looked up like she was
thinking.

“Sometimes,” she started and reached out to play with the strings
of my hoodie, “You look like you’re torn. Like before you kissed me at the
library, you looked like you had an angel and a devil on each shoulder. And
you got the same look before you sat down in class today. And I don’t know
if I’'m the angel or the devil, but whichever I am, choose me.”

I stood stunned. She had known me less than a week and had me
all figured out. She pecked me on the lips and left me standing there in the
parking lot standing on the line that marked where her car was. But instead
of feeling betrayed, I felt freed.

Damn it, I let her drive away while I stood there like a jackass.
I got into my car and gave her time to get home before I texted her.

O: You shocked the hell out of me. You know me so well already.
I am torn sometimes, but I will always choose you no matter what. And
one day, I will tell you the bad stuff. I will see you tomorrow after practice
right?

It seemed like hours had passed before she responded.

N: Y, see you tomorrow. And I’m here when you need me. I’ll
listen when you’re ready.

O: Thx. That’s all I could bear to type.

N: You didn’t kiss me goodnight. :(

O: I will make up for it tomorrow. Promise.
N: Goodnight Owen.

O: Goodnight angel.



I drove home and Dylan was still up. I had to include him in my
plan for tomorrow since he was my connection to Amber and she was going
to have to let me into their apartment.

He called Amber and we set it all up. After class tomorrow, I had
things to do for my girl. I went to bed hoping that sleep helped me pass the
time faster.

Thursday morning I woke up with a smile on my face. I even slept
through Dylan’s snoring. I went to my classes and texted Dylan throughout
the day to make sure everything was set. Amber was helping the most and
once I heard her say that if anyone deserved this kind of thing, it was her. I
didn’t think they were that close, but I took it as a good omen.

I went grocery shopping and bought everything I needed and more
since she said she needed groceries. Amber had promised she would be
gone with Dylan for the whole night. But that was ok; I had planned to
sleep in the Bronco since my room would be occupied. It was worth it.

I met Amber at the Union at a quarter ‘til six to get the apartment
key from her and got to work. I made her dinner. It wasn’t much, just
baked chicken, sweet potatoes and salad. I paced the room until it was
eight and then checked and rechecked everything to make sure it was right.
I sat at the table and waited for her to come in. I heard the key in the
deadbolt and couldn’t wait to see her.

She came in and let her bag drop from her shoulder in a heap on
the floor and threw her keys in the basket by the door. I heard another
thump which was her collapsing on the floor and she started talking out
loud.

“Somebody kill me. Put me out of my misery. I’'m dying and I
didn’t even get to see Owen tonight. Cruel, cruel world.”

I laughed silently. She had her eyes closed and while she groaned
out her soliloquy she raised her hands in the air as if she were Hamlet in the
throes of anguish. It was the cutest damn thing I had ever seen.



I cleared my throat and she whipped herself off the floor and
screamed at the same time.

“Lord have mercy Owen, I nearly pissed myself. What the hell?”
“Surprise!” I smiled really big hoping it would work.

“Did you hear my little speech on the floor?” All I could do was
nod.

“I’m going to take a shower and then I’'m coming back out. That
gives you about ten or fifteen minutes to forget everything you just saw.
Ok?”

She stomped out and went to shower and change. I set the table
and when she came out she glared at me with her hands on her hips waiting.

“I tried to forget, [ did. But really you should be an actress.”

“Shut up.” We both laughed and then she realized what was going
on.

“You made dinner?” She was only looking at the stove.

“Yeah, it’s not much but I knew you would be hungry and tired and
it gave me an excuse to see you. Plus you said you needed food in the
house.”

She tore open the door of the refrigerator and stared at it for a
while. Then she stood up on the chair next to her and I didn’t know what
the hell was going on so I just stood there. She crooked her finger at me,
beckoning me to her. I stood in front of her and put my hands up in an ‘I
don’t know what you want’ expression. Then I realized that when she stood
on the small chair she was as tall as me. We were face to face and that’s
where she wanted me.

“I can’t believe you did this.” She said but she was looking at my
mouth.

I reached out and touched my finger to the spider bites on her
bottom lip and she smiled.



“Everyone ignores my piercings. Like if they don’t talk about
them they will go away. My mom will act like I have food on my mouth
and then say ‘oh...nope...it’s just those things in her lip.’ It’s pretty damn
funny.”

“That doesn’t sound funny. And these are part of you and you are
so beautiful.”

“And you have some of your own.” She said as she ran both of her
fingers over my pecs and it caused me to shiver.

“Yeah, that was a long time ago.”
“But you still keep them in.”

“Yeah, I like them. What you don’t like them?” Now my eyes
were trained on her lips.

“I haven’t really seen them. I can’t tell yet.” One of her eyebrows
popped up as she said it and it made it so much harder not to kiss her.

“Oh no. There are only three things on the agenda tonight. Eating,
sleeping and kissing. Feel free to reverse that order—Ilike now.”

And she did. This kiss was different and new. It was not the first
peck or even the second bolder kiss. No this was us kissing like we had
been kissing for years and years. It was easy and we moved together in
perfect sync. Before I knew it, I held her completely flush with my body
and her hands were tangled in my hair. Her left foot ran a trail up and down
my right leg and I moved my hips away from her before she knew exactly
how much I loved kissing her. She pulled away after a few minutes and held
my bottom lip between her teeth as she did. We stood reigning ourselves
back in and then I cleared my throat.

“Ok, you need to eat. Somehow in all of that I heard your
stomach.”

“Well good for you ‘cause I didn’t hear anything but you making
those noises you make.”



“T do not make noises.”

“Oh yeah, you totally make noises. That’s why old man library
came to shush us. You were making noises.”

“Well, I’ll have to stop making them.”

“Don’t you dare. I dream about those noises.”

We both ate and she looked exhausted. I was going to stay for a
while until she went to sleep but just as I was going to ask her Dylan and
Amber came in and they had been drinking. They weren’t drunk but were
clearly tipsy and had forgotten our deal.

“Oh sorry, we forgot.” Dylan whispered as loud and awkward as he
could.

“It’s ok. I was just leaving.”

“You’re leaving?” Nellie looked like she didn’t want me to but she
needed to sleep. I knew she had that early math class in the morning.

“Yeah, but how about a real date tomorrow night?”

“I can’t. I have to work and we have team dinners every Friday
night when we are in season. I have to go. Amber never does, but I’m the
team captain.”

“Ok, well then I will see you Saturday night then, right?”

She stuck her bottom lip out and the last thing I wanted to do was
leave.

“I’ll text you tomorrow.”

“I want you to text me when you get back in your dorm room. Just
so I know you got there ok.” She had walked with me to the door.

“Will do. Then get some sleep, ok?”
“Yeah.”



She closed the door behind me and I waited until I heard the click
of the deadbolt and the slide of the chain before I walked out. I drove home
a very satisfied man. Every day that I made her happy it was one more step
towards actually coming close to deserving to have her in my life. I shut
the door to my dorm room, went back out to take a shower and fell happily
into my silence surrounded bed. Then I heard my phone vibrate.

N: R u home?

O: Y, sorry, showered and forgot to text you.
N: OK, just making sure.

O: Ur not sleeping.

N: I can now. Thx for tonight.

O: Always

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

21. Nellie

I sat around a huge table with my team, most of them. Amber was
out with Dylan, of course and other girls had plans. Some were mothers,
some were executives and some were party girls. We all came from
different walks of life.

I had seen Owen in class, but I ran so late that I had to sit by a guy
who kept wiping his nose. I was five or six rows above Owen so I had a
good view of his antics. He nearly fell asleep several times and once I saw
his head nod and thought he might fall out of his chair. He woke up and
glanced back at me and I couldn’t help but smile and giggle at him. After
class he had to meet up with Dylan and I had to work. Now sitting here
among my girls, I missed him. We ordered four pizzas for the whole team
and I couldn’t help but think that Owen could probably finish them all off
by himself.

I itched to text him or call him, but I resisted. I drooled over him
every time I saw him, I didn’t want to add needy to his opinion of me. I got
caught by ‘Cut a Ho Jo” gazing into space. She called me out and then
everyone started in on me about that guy that I landed on at last week’s
bout. Then I had to admit that we were dating and then the goading really
started. There were several comments, most of them totally perverse and I
spent the rest of the night with them giggling and covering my red face. By
the time we finished eating and almost getting ourselves thrown out, it was
nearly midnight.

I got home and threw myself into bed. Amber’s door was shut so I
knew she was home. I turned to plug my phone by my bed and noticed a
missed message.

O: Hope ur having fun. Missin’ u.



I didn’t want to wake him, but didn’t want him to think I had
ignored him either.

N: Phone was on vibrate. Missin’ u all day. Just got in.

He must not have been asleep because I got a return text almost
immediately.

O: U home?
N:Y

O: Tmrw?
N: Y, Lunch?

O: Can’t. Lunch with Mom. Well damn, just when I thought he
couldn’t get any better.

N: Awww. Ok. Goodnight. Another time.

I put my phone back and made sure to turn the ringer on. I set my
alarm and went to sleep.

I made my way to work the next morning to make up for my lost
hours the night before. Cindi wasn’t in and I wasn’t sure if the other
employees knew about the offer she’d made to me or not. So, I just went
about business as usual and worked five hours. I went home and did some
laundry and cleaned out my bag. By the time I finished my laundry and
repacked my bag, it was almost time to go. I threw on some flops and
headed out.

I didn’t see Owen when I got to Harvey’s Skate Palace. I got
dressed and went out to the rink. I saw a blonde girl outside the edge and
she was bent over the table showing all of her goodies right at my man’s
face. I waited. It went on for way too long.

What? Since when do I call him my man?



Amber was beside me and we both stared as she turned her girls
back and forth between Owen and Dylan. The look on Amber’s face could
kill and I was sure that mine wasn’t cookies and cream. But then when the
girl moved away from the table and we realized that she had a pair of roller
skates on, our scowls turned to smiles. The skank was on the opposing
team and she would not be leaving with her teeth intact.

“You thinking what I’m thinking Hellie?”

“Yeah, who’s taking the penalty, you or me?”

I didn’t care either way. I just wanted to see the ho on the flo.
“I’ll take it if you set it up.”

“Is she a jammer or a blocker?” I didn’t see any markings on her
helmet, but that didn’t mean anything. She could be waiting.

“Either way, her ass is mine.”

We watched her like two hawks looking for prey as she entered the
rink and started warming up. She had no clue. I took a quick look at Owen
and then to Dylan. Then back to the boob queen and back to them. Amber
was doing just about the same thing and then the realization came over their
faces. We weren’t girls who cried or folded our arms at a threat. They were
about to see what happens when girls piss us off.

The bout started but we were going to play the game first and then
hone in on our target. We were already winning, so when I saw Amber nod
at me while she passed, I knew it was time. I skated my ass off as Amber
reached her hand out to put me in front of the pack and then I slowed
down. The girl was a jammer and she had finally caught up to me and was
trying to make it through the pack. I had slowed the whole pack down a bit
and it gave Amber the leverage she needed. I saw her move in and then I
took off. T would use this opportunity to make some points as well. 1
rounded the other side and saw Amber throw her entire body backwards
into Ms. Show My Boobs and then get up and try to skate away, but she
didn’t make it far. I heard the whistle and knew that Amber was going to
get thrown into the penalty box. But she went with a smile on her face.



Show My Boobs was still on her hands and knees catching her breath.
Amber yelled something at her, by the look on her face she knew exactly
when she had fouled up, then fist bumped me as she passed me.

The bout ended and we won again but I knew that meant we faced
a really tough team next week. But for tonight we won and I wanted to
celebrate. But my celebration and everyone else’s were two different
things. I just wanted time with Owen. But I didn’t know if he would want
to go out with everyone else or not.

Amber, Dylan, Owen and I went back to our apartment so we girls
could shower and change. We hadn’t made any solid plans but it looked
like Dylan and Amber wanted to go out. Owen was quiet, so I didn’t know
what was going to happen. I came out and Amber was still in her bedroom
getting dressed and Dylan was with her.

Owen sat on the couch and I decided to be bold and sat right on his
lap. He inspected my bruises that showed through my tank top. Thank
goodness I wore jeans because I knew there was a huge one on my outer
thigh. It was turning black and blue before we even left the skating rink.

“I’m glad no one decided to take vengeance out on you like you
and Amber did to that girl.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. She was just on the
other team. That’s all.”

“Mmmm—Hmmm. You know you have nothing to worry about,
right?”

“You mean you had no interest in Boob girl?”
“None. I’'m only interested in you.”

He hugged me to him and just when I was enjoying myself, Amber
and Dylan came out of the bedroom and announce that we were all going to
a club. I could feel the rumble from his chest and I didn’t know if it was
positive or negative.

“I hate clubs Amber, you know that.” I whined at her.



“Whatever, we’re leaving. Owen, you coming?” Dylan took over
the conversation.

“Nah, I’'m not.”

Dylan mumbled something about being whipped as they went out
the door. I turned back to Owen.

“You can go if you want to. I just have never been into clubs and
all that.”

I started to get up while I said it so he could catch up to Dylan but
he held on to me tighter.

“What’s it gonna take?” He said it so softly that I almost missed it.
“What?”

“I hate clubs and frat parties and drinking and all of that stuff. I
have no interest in that stuff. Haven’t for a long time. Plus I’ve been dying
to see you and I can’t really talk to you or hear your voice in a club now can
I? So what’s it gonna take to convince you that with you is the only place I
want to be?”

I caught that comment about ‘Haven’t for a long time’ but I didn’t
give myself away. He would tell me when he was ready. Instead, I ran my
hands along his broad shoulders and then met his gaze.

“I was hoping you would say that.” I inched forward and kissed his
chin.

I continued, “And I’m starving to death.”

“There’s a place I’ve been meaning to bring you. If we leave now
we can make it. You wanna go?”

“Sure, am I dressed ok?” I looked down at myself.
“You can wear pajamas for all I care. In fact...”

“Ok, ok, I get it. What’s so special about this place?”



“You’ll see.” He smiled as he picked us both up and made for the
door.
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22. Owen

Little did she know that I was taking her to my Mom’s restaurant in
the next town. I had spent most of lunch with my mom telling her all about
Nellie, even though I had spent most of our phone conversations talking
about her. Mom and Dad really wanted to meet her. They had been
involved, and I welcomed it, in most everything I did after the accident. 1
wish I had gone to them after the whole ‘Lucas and Amy’ thing and just
talked to them. Maybe I wouldn’t feel like I was always making it up to
them. But I still felt guilty.

I pulled up in the parking lot and the funny thing was that Nellie
never even questioned me. She rolled down her window and let the cool air
blow her pink locks. I reached over to take her hand shortly after we started
out and she took it without hesitation. I didn’t think she was capable of
pretenses—ever.

The front of the restaurant was closing down, but I told Mom there
was a chance we would be coming. I walked right past the hostess who
said ‘hello’ to me and caused Nellie to look confused.

I walked with her hand in mine on the way to the kitchen. I asked
her to wait outside and pushed the swinging door open and looked left and
right. Then I spotted her. She was smiling ear to ear as she mouthed ‘Is she
here?’ to me. I nodded and she silently clapped. I walked back out of the
kitchen and waited for my mom to come out. She came out quickly and
looked between me and Nellie.

“Nellie, this is my Mom, Sylvia Black and this is her restaurant.
Mom, this is Nellie Forrester.”

Nellie was shocked for a moment and then she and my mom
embraced like they were old friends. Mom kissed her forehead and
complimented her on her beauty. Nellie was graceful and never showed
any outward sign of nervousness. She said that my mom had a beautiful



restaurant and knew where I got my good looks from. I had yet to find
anything that she wasn’t a natural at. And meeting parents was no
exception. Mom said we should find the family table and sit while she
cooked us something special.

The family table was a circular table in the back and we sat there
and waited. Nellie wasn’t talking so I didn’t know if she was pissed or
furious or worse. She knitted her fingers with mine under the table and
smiled at me and I knew it was ok.

“You could’ve told me. The outcome would’ve been the same.”
She reassured me.

“I didn’t know. And I didn’t want you to think I was weird for
wanting you to meet my parents so quickly.” I let out a long dramatic sigh
and shrugged.

“Your mom is great. And believe me, if my parents weren’t how
they are, I would want you to meet them too. I’m so glad you brought me.”

“You are the sweetest person in the world.”I said to her, and I
meant it. She was everything good and I hoped that maybe some of it
would rub off on me.

“Sweet? Sweet? I am not sweet.” She tried to look all offended. “I
am tough and mean and very, very dangerous.” She couldn’t even finish the
sentence without laughing.

My mom came out of the back and brought out the whole spread. I
knew she would. There was enough food for five people.

“Mom, this is too much.”
My mom looked at Nellie and they both laughed.
“Have you seen him eat Nellie?”

“Yes, and I don’t think you cooked enough.” They laughed again at
my appetite, but I was used to it by now. And to see my mom and my—



Nellie get along was worth all of the nervousness.

My mom moved to go back to the kitchen but Nellie grabbed her
hand to stop her.

“Please stay and eat with us or at least tell me some good
blackmailing stories about Owen.”

My mom and I locked eyes for a second and I knew she wouldn’t
tell any compromising stories. She smiled at Nellie and pulled up a chair
next to her. She started in about when I was little and we were in church. I
pulled so many stunts in church that there was no telling where she was
going with it.

“So, they are passing the grape juice around and Owen stands up in
the pew and almost screams, ‘Are you feeling better Mom?’ So I tried to
shush him, but he wouldn’t listen, of course. Then I asked him what he
meant, hoping that if I answered his question he would be quiet. Then he
screams, ‘Everybody is taking the same medicine, so I wanna know if you
feel better,” He thought the grape juice was little cups of medicine! The
whole church cracked up.”

She and Nellie laughed and Nellie leaned over to hold on to my
bicep because she was laughing so hard. Mom’s phone went off and she
checked the message.

“Your dad will be here soon. He wants to meet Nellie before you
leave.”

“0Ok, thanks Mom.”

“I need to go see if everything is done in the kitchen. Nellie don’t
even think about leaving before telling me goodbye, ok?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Nellie answered her.

Mom made her way to the kitchen and we had pretty much
finished eating.



Nellie reached under the table and put her hand on my thigh and
squeezed the tiniest bit. My eyes went wide and she giggled knowing
exactly what she was doing. She moved her hand away as my mom now
approached with her famous lemon cheesecake. Nellie took her first bite
and looked like she might slump out of her chair.

“Oh, this is the best.” She practically moaned it.

“Yeah, she makes this every Friday night. So every Saturday
morning I ate cheesecake for breakfast.”

“Lucky.” She said before she put another bite in her mouth.

I saw my dad walk into the front door and my mom went to talk to
him. They had been divorced for almost two years but they still talked on
the phone every day and neither had ever dated. I was sure that one day
they would get back together. And I was also sure that everything I had put
them through had caused them to divorce in the first place. The stress of
the whole thing tore them apart.

I didn’t alert Nellie to his presence. Chase Black was one who
needed to observe her for a few minutes before he approached her. It was
his way. Mom went back into the kitchen and dad watched us a little more
before he finally came our way. Nellie looked up at him and then to me and
back to him.

I got up and hugged my bear of a Dad. I only had about an inch on
him in height but he met me in weight. I may have had my mother’s looks,
but I had my father’s stature and height almost identically.

My dad introduced himself and Nellie got up and shook his hand.
Then he reached under her arms and picked her up and gave her one of his
bear hugs that he usually only reserved for me and my little brothers. One
day Nellie would have to meet them too. I hoped soon.

Nellie laughed at something my dad whispered in her ear and he
was such a clown there was no telling what he said. He talked to us for just
a while and then went into the kitchen. Nellie looked exhausted so we



decided to leave. We stopped in the kitchen and Mom and Dad both
hugged her almost to death and then invited her to Thanksgiving.

She looked to me and then my mom backtracked.

“Why don’t you two decide what you’re doing for Thanksgiving
and then let us know, ok?”

“Ok Sylvia, thank you so much for dinner and everything. It was a
pleasure to meet you and you Chase.”

My parents had insisted she call them by their first names. I
hugged my parents again and we headed out.
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23. Nellie

It was all I could do not to cry. His parents were warm and kind
and anyone could see how much they loved him. Not once did they
comment on my hair or my tattoos. Not once did they look at me like
anything was wrong or different. And it was the very reason I didn’t want
him to meet my parents. They would probably not say anything directly to
him, but they would cut me down to no end in front of him. I just knew it.

I sat in his Bronco on the way home and didn’t realize that I was
completely ignoring him until he started speaking.

“You ok? I freaked you out right?” He said while he stared at the
road ahead.

“No, not at all. I’'m so glad you brought me to see your parents.
They are so nice. Seriously. It just made me think about my parents and
how they are kinda the opposite of yours.” I reached between us and took
his hand in mine.

“They can’t be that bad, they had you.” He rubbed my hand with
his thumb as he spoke.

“Yeah well, there’s not a day that goes by that they don’t regret
that. Don’t worry.”

We pulled up at my apartment complex. Apparently I had been in
my own world longer than I thought.

We both sat there and looked up at the windows which marked my
apartment. Tonight had been so wonderful but I wasn’t ready for it to end.



But at the same time it was already almost one in the morning and I’m sure
Owen was tired.

“I’m not ready to let you go.” He turned in the driver’s side seat
and half smiled at me.

“Me either. I...” I was always such an open book but it also
meant that I took a chance at getting my heart broken.

“You what?” He said as he played with the ends of my hair.

“I feel like I never get enough of you. We’ve spent all this time
together tonight and it’s still not enough.” His face stayed unmoving so I
tried to backtrack.

“Sorry, I’'m just tired. Can we just ignore everything I just said?” I
covered my face with my hands.

“Absolutely not.” He took my hands from my face and continued,
“I have felt that way since I first met you. And I hope that it’s never
enough. I hope you never get enough of me.”

I blew out a breath of relief.
“Can you at least walk me up?” I whispered.
“Are you serious? Like I would miss kissing my girl goodnight.”

Before I could say anything, he got out of his side of the car and
came around to open my door. He took my hand and we walked very
slowly towards my apartment.

We got to the door and I unlocked it. Amber’s room was shut so I
assumed they had already come home. I turned to see Owen. He braced
both of his hands on the top of the door jamb and he was looking down at
me. He looked like he wanted to say something but instead he folded his
arms around me and held me to his chest. It was much more than an
embrace. For the first time in a long time I felt safe. Those arms could
protect and save me from the bad friends, the ex-boyfriend, the ex-best
friend, the parents and the gossipers. I let out a sigh and held on tighter. He



stroked the length of my hair as we stood there and when I looked up to
thank him again he was already looking at me so seriously that I almost
forgot what I wanted to say.

“Thank you for tonight.”

He closed the distance between us and when our lips touched
everything went away but us. I clung to the back of his shirt then my hands
traveled underneath his shirt and held on to the muscles just above his
waistband. With this act he deepened the kiss and pressed me, with hands
on my back, as close to him as two people can get.

“Ahem.” I heard behind us and we both stopped to look behind
him to see Dylan and Amber coming down the hall.

“Hellie, your bed is all of six feet away. Don’t give away your v-
card right here in the hallway.”

They squeezed past us into the apartment and went directly into her
room. All of the sudden I was reminded of how I didn’t ‘put out’ and how
it ruined relationships. I could almost hear a draining sound as the blood
rushed from my face. I gave a small smile to Owen and told him
goodnight. He looked confused. Maybe he thought we were going to... I
shut the door and went to sleep. Shortly afterwards, I woke up to the sound
of a text message.

O: U ok?

'Y

: Ur lying.

: Tmrw? Lunch?

: 'Y, where?

: Salem Park, picnic tables.

- ok

O ZzZ O 2 O Z



I looked like crap the next day and the way I felt matched it
perfectly. I had completely turned a cold shoulder on him at the very
mention of anything intimate.

My shower this morning had revealed that the bruise on my thigh
was massive. But I still had to wear shorts as this crazy southern weather
had taken a turn for hotter temperatures. I put on some black shorts and a
light pink tank top. I forgot to ask what time Owen wanted to meet so I
texted him.

N: What time?
O: Soon.

N: Ok, 30 min?
0:Y

Why soon?

I ran to the local sandwich shop and picked up a small sandwich
for me and two huge ones for Owen plus chips and drinks. I got to the park
and he was already there sitting at one of the tables. I got out and got the
food and made my way to him. His head was resting in his hands and I
wasn’t even sure if he noticed I had arrived. I sat down opposite him and
he raised his head slowly. He started to worry me.

“Hey, I got sandwiches. I didn’t know what kind you liked.”
“Thanks.” He said it but he didn’t move to eat.

I let my hands span the length of the table and grab his. He looked
down at our hands.

“What happened last night?” He looked truly concerned.
“What do you mean?”

“Amber said something about using your bed and the next thing I
know, you’re shutting the door on me. I wasn’t expecting—that. I don’t



want you to think that I’m pressuring you into anything.”
I took a deep breath and tried to smile.

“Ok, so in order to explain that I’'m going to tell you the story of
Corey.” He visibly tensed at the mention of his name even though he had no
idea who that was or what I was going to say.

“So Corey and I were together for four years, from the time I was
fourteen until I was two days shy of eighteen. The entire time we dated
everything had to be right. I had to dress a certain way and act a certain
way. I was told that we could not hold hands or kiss in public and when we
kissed in private, it was like kissing a brick of ice. He basically ignored me
unless it was Saturday night, then it was burger joint, movie, home. It never
differed or strayed from that schedule. It was suffocating. But I was trying
to make everyone else happy. So I stayed with him. He called me one
afternoon, a Saturday, and said he didn’t want to see me anymore. He said
that I was too nice of a girl for him. Then the next Monday I found out that
my best friend Cassandra was apparently not very nice. I walked into the
cafeteria to no more friends, everyone talking about how I was a cold-
hearted virgin and my best friend and my ex were making out in the middle
of the room. They are married with three kids now. That was the day I went
ape shit as my mom calls it. I quit doing what everyone else wanted me to
do and did what I wanted to do. Hence, the hair and the tattoos and the
piercings. Plus they always wanted me to be a lawyer and I blew that to
hell too. So, Amber kinda picks on me about my lack of, um, experience
whenever she gets a chance but it really hits a nerve. So I’m sorry I took it
out on you. I was just embarrassed.”

I had let go of his hands to make my famous hand gestures while I
was talking. He said nothing.

“Get over here.” He whispered. And though it was a command, it
sounded like a plea.

I got up and walked around and sat next to him, not knowing what
to expect.



“You know what I think?” He asked me as he pulled up the hem of
my shorts a little and cocked his head to inspect the damage.

“No clue.” I shrugged. He turned to face me and pulled me closer.

“I think Corey is the stupidest asshat that ever lived. I think your
Mom is mistaken. That day was the day you became who you are today.
And who you are today is a gorgeous, smart, funny woman who takes
bullshit off of no one except Amber. And I’ve never known anyone as
sweet and kind as you in my whole life.”

“Oh,” was all I could croak out.

“And I hope when you kiss me it’s better than a brick of ice.
Cause from where I stand, I almost catch fire when those lips touch mine.”

“Hey, I checked my lips for scorch marks last night.” I tried to joke
around but he was still not laughing.

“It’s only been a week.” He whispered and looked up like he had
realized something.
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24. Owen

“What was that look about?” she asked me. I couldn’t tell her what
I had just come to terms with. But I had realized through her trusting me
enough to tell me everything that had happened to her that I loved her.
More than that, I was in love with her.

“Nothing. Are you hungry? Cause I’'m starved.”
“Yeah, ok.” She knew something was up but let it go.

We ate and soon after she needed to go to work. I went to the gym,
and probably overworked myself because I knew that I had been too
chicken to tell her what I felt. But I needed to get it off of my chest soon.

I went to eat and then to the library to study. I sat at my regular
table in the back and glanced over my shoulder at the rows where she sat
with that short jean skirt on that beckoned me to touch everything it didn’t.

I shook my head to myself and got down to studying. Eventually I
made my way back to the dorm and thought about texting Nellie, but
decided to give her some time to breathe. Some time to miss me, I hoped.

The week flew by quickly and I tried to see Nellie as often as I
could. But she was practicing hard and working. Cindi was now training
her to take over, even though Nellie hadn’t given her an official answer.

By Friday night I was dying to spend some time with her but she
had one last Friday night team dinner before the season was over. I went to
eat and play pool with Dylan since Amber had decided to go to the last



dinner with Nellie. Dylan decided to go to a bar and meet up with Amber
later and I went back to the dorms to go to sleep. I heard my phone and
almost ignored it because I thought it was Dylan.

N:

U asleep?

O:No, laying here awake thinking about some girl.

N:
O:

you.

Z O =z O =z O zZz O Z

Well, don’t let me keep you.

Oh, trust me, I’m thinking about doing a lot more than keeping

: I must have the wrong #, my Owen would nvr talk dirty to me.
: Ur Owen?

.Y, ’ve decided to keep you.

: I’m a lucky man.

: Wanna come over? I’m watching Signs and then The Village.

: Only if you have snacks.

: I have ice cream with ur name on it.

: I’m in my pajamas.

: Ooohhh, even better.

I got there and true to my word I was in my blue flannel pants and
grey t shirt. She opened the door with a huge bowl full of ice cream and
everything else she could think of.

“What? Don’t judge. I only have one more bout. I can eat what I

want.”

“I’ve never seen you eat that much. You look like me.”



“Ugh...come on, how long is it going to take for you to kiss me?”

I leaned down with every intention of simply teasing her with a
peck but her lips tasted like vanilla and chocolate and cherry and my
intentions soon were forgotten. She broke away soon after and offered to
make me a sundae just like hers.

She made me one that was somehow bigger than hers and sat on
the edge of the couch to put Signs on. Then she turned and lay down on the
couch and didn’t think anything of putting her feet in my lap. I only made
it through half of the sundae she made me without starting to go into sugar
overdrive. I put it down and scooted a little closer so that every inch of
those legs were draped over me, even though they were covered with pink
striped pajama pants. Without taking her eyes from the screen she laced her
fingers through mine and at that moment I felt as content as I’ve ever
experienced.

Her phone vibrated and she looked at it, groaned and threw it
behind the couch.

“What the hell? You almost took my eye out.” I told her.

“I did not. And it was my mother. I’m allowed to throw the phone
when it’s her.”

“Ahhh...”

Then her phone started singing Barracuda.
“Oh Lord, now she’s calling.”

She got up and answered the phone.

“Yo! Nellie’s funeral home. You slice ‘em, we ice ‘em. Whatcha
got?”

She was quiet for a second while she listened to the answer. She
walked into the kitchen but was so loud that anyone could hear her.

“Ugh, no. ’m not going.”



“I don’t care if she’s having her thirty third baby. I’m not going.
And how many showers does the girl need?”

“Yes Mom, I know that I’ll never find anybody who loves me with
blue hair. That’s why I dyed it pink.

“I could give a fat rat’s ass about what people think. You should
know that by now.”

“Mom, I love you but I can’t listen to this anymore. Ok? Bye.”

She hung up the phone and went straight into her bedroom and
shut the door behind her. As tough as she tried to be, [ knew she was
probably crying and those icy blue eyes filled with tears was a thought I
couldn’t bear.

I went into her bedroom without knocking and sure enough she
was sitting on her bed wiping tears from the corners of her bloodshot eyes.
I sat next to her and threw my arm around her shoulders and pulled her to
me.

“You mixed it up.” I said.

“Huh?” Another tear rolled down her cheeks.
“Girls cry first and then eat ice cream, right?”
“I know right? Ugh, I’m so ass backwards.”
“I’m liking your mom less and less.”

“Join the club.”

“What can I do?”

“Just be you. That’s all I need.”

It killed me to see her react that way to her mom. Especially since
her mom continued to flood her with untruths and bullying. Who tells their



daughter those things?

I held her until she quit crying and then I convinced her to watch
The Village with me. I didn’t know anything about that movie, but maybe
it would get her mind off of her mom. I felt her relax more and more next
to me until she completely slumped her entire weight against my torso. I
moved a little to see if she was comfortable and she snuggled in closer and
let out the most contented sigh I had ever heard.

I needed to tell her how I felt soon. I wanted to tell her tonight, but
after her Mom told her that she couldn’t find anyone to love her, telling her
now would only cheapen it and she may not believe me. But as she lay here
next to me, I couldn’t think of anything but how much I loved her and how
precious she was to me, ever after a week.

I picked her up and put her in bed. It wasn’t the first time I had
done this and as I looked down at her, I couldn’t ever imagine it being my
last. And one day when she and I were ready, I would get in next to her and
hold her while she slept.

I closed her door and intended to leave when I remembered that if I
left, her door would be unlocked. So I cleaned up her monster sundae mess
and crashed on her couch. I woke up a few hours later to Amber and Dylan
getting in and had Amber lock the door after me.

: Next time wake me up. It’s not nice to leave me like that.
: Like what? You were sleeping.

: Even in my sleep I want to kiss you goodnight.

: What about me? I didn’t get a kiss either.

: True. Then it’s my turn to make it up to you.

: Can I see u today?

Z O Z2 O zZz 0O Z
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O: When?

I never got an answer. I waited for a while but eventually I fell
back asleep. I woke up a few hours later and ran to shower and get
dressed. I came back and she was there in my room and more importantly
on my bed.

I knelt down in front of her so that we were face to face and
without restraint pulled her to me. Her mouth met mine in a hungry,
desperate collision. Her fingers knotted into the back of my hair and when
she wrapped her legs around my torso I nearly threw her on the bed and got
lost with her. We stayed that way, holding on and pressing ourselves
together until not even air could penetrate the space between us. She pulled
away slowly and placed softer kisses on my chin and along my jawline and
made her way to my earlobe. So I decided to beat her at her own game. I
ran my open mouth slowly across the base of her neck and hearing the swift
intake of her breath let me know that I was onto something. I made my way
up to her jawline and then to her ear.

“I love you Nellie.” I whispered into her ear and waited. I
expected a laugh or a slap, but what she gave me back was nothing short of
amazing.

“I’ve loved you since you asked me for gum.” She said as her right
cheek was pressed against mine.

I pulled back swiftly not expecting to hear those words. I looked
from one eye to the other making sure there was no deception in her
confession. And in those eyes I realized—how could I ever doubt this
woman in front of me?

“Say it again.” I whispered and my top lip brushed hers as I spoke.

“I love you Owen.” She smiled as she said it and I could see the
beginnings of a tear forming in the corner of her eye.

Out of pure relief I rested my forehead on her chest at the base of
her throat and released a sigh that I swore I had been holding since the day I



saw her. She ran her fingers through the hair at the nape of my neck and
scratched my scalp with her nails.

“Can you do that every night when I’'m having trouble going to
sleep?” I looked at her and smiled.

“I would have last night but you were too busy leaving me.”
“Won’t happen again.”

“Promise?”
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25. Nellie

“Is that what you’ve been all pensive about?” I asked him.
“Yeah, how’d you know?” He looked shocked.

“*Cause I know you like the back of my own hand.” I answered as
we both stood up.

“OK, I'm taking you somewhere to meet someone special to me.” |
told him enthusiastically.

We left a little while later after Owen put his shoes on in record
time. I laughed and raised my eyebrows at him.

“What?” He said.
“Do you do everything super fast?” We walked as we talked.

We reached my car and suddenly he had me pinned to the driver’s
side door and his mouth was on my ear.

“No, not everything.” I gasped and it made him laugh.
I slapped his chest and said “You love to shock me don’t you?”

“Yup. And I have some really bad news.” He looked downright
sullen.

“What?” I looked around for the problem, but came up short.
“I’m never gonna fit in that little ass car Nellie. Let’s go in mine.”

“Ugh, fine, ok.”



We walked over to his Bronco and I pointed here and there to the
place I wanted him to go. Cindi knew we were coming and she was as
excited as I’ve ever seen her. He followed me through the store and into the
back office. I poked my head around the office door and cleared my throat.
Cindi turned around. She had paired her black tank top and jeans with pink
Doc Martens and pink earrings and lid to brow pink eyeshadow.

She waved me in and simultaneously did a little happy dance. I
tugged Owen in the office holding his hand and when he came into full
view Cindi screamed and I squeezed my eyes shut at the piercing sound.
She did a knees to chest dance and fist pumped until Owen took a step
back.

“Oh my God Nellie, he is one hell of a fine specimen. You were
right.”

Owen turned his head toward me and laughed.

“I did not say that Cindi. Tell the truth.” My hands were on my
hips now.

“Ok, ok, ok, you said,” and she put both fists up to her face and
batted her eyes, “Oh Cindi he’s so gorgeous and he’s sweet and he spends
time with his Mom and the way he kisses...”

“Alright, alright, jeez. Don’t tell him everything. I’m so
humiliated. For this I could’ve taken him to see my real parents.”

Cindi visibly shuddered, “Ugh, Hellie, don’t give me the
heebeegeebees talking about your Mom.”

Owen interrupted our goofiness, “Cindi, it’s so nice to finally meet

»

you.

Cindi ran over to him and hugged him around the middle and he
smiled at me over her head. We both showed him the store and Cindi went
on and on about me making changes when I take over. 1 hadn’t even told
her that I wanted to take ownership and she assumed I was.



Eventually, Cindi threw us out but not before she hugged the life
out of Owen again.

We got back into his Bronco and went to eat. Then we went to the
movies. It was a romantic comedy but Owen never complained once. He
even laughed at the goofy parts right along with me.

Before I knew it, it was time to go back home and get ready for our
next bout. Owen stayed with me and drove me to the skating rink. We
were up against a really rough team this week and it was our last bout of the
season. I came out of the locker room and looked out at our opponents.
Owen came up beside me with Amber and Dylan and they looked
concerned.

“What?” I asked.

Owen spoke up first. “Nellie these girls, have you seen them? Two
of them were fighting each other during warm ups and they’re on the same
team. Please, please be careful.”

Amber and Dylan were having their own conversation and Owen
began to whisper to me.

“What’s the protocol here? Can I kiss you in front of your team or
does that make you look like a wuss? ‘Cause you look hot as hell in those
little black shorts.”

“If you kissed me right now, I would almost guarantee that the
whole room would be jealous of me. Single, married and otherwise they
would all get a taste of the green monster.”

“Hmmm...” He stalled and acted aloof.

So I made up his mind for him. But then my skates had a mind of
their own. In my greed my lips went one way and my skates went the
other. He ended up having to catch me half way down. Then he lifted me
the rest of the way so that my skates dangled and kissed me until I didn’t
think I could stand up, much less skate.



I went to warm up and Amber was showing off as usual. Then the
other team got on the rink and we gave each other a ‘what the hell?’ look.
They were big girls, like weight lift a car, big girls. And before the bout
even started one of them got in a fight with some girl who was just a
spectator.

The bout started out fine and they were really kicking our asses.
Then we tied up the score and that’s when things really started getting ugly.
It was like we flipped a switch and the niceties were thrown out of the
window, not that there are many niceties in roller derby, but still. Before I
knew it half of the team was bleeding from one place or the other and
everyone was bruised and battered. But we were tough and we tried like
mad to get ahead. I saw Amber’s hand and she almost had pulled me
through the pack when I felt a piercing, sharp pain in my side and I hit the
floor still holding Amber’s hand. I heard whistles and people scrambling
around me from all angles. Then Owen was above me and he was lifting up
my shirt and then he cussed such a long string that it was almost funny.

I attempted to sit up but Owen’s hand gently kept me down. He
talked to me for a few minutes and then backed away when the paramedics
arrived. I kept my eyes locked on him for as long as I could and then I was
loaded into an ambulance and taken away before I knew what was
happening.

I heard sirens and smelled alcohol and plastic and metal.
“Where’s Owen?” I said to no one and everyone at the same time.

“That man of yours? Honey, he’s in the car right behind us. Don’t
you worry.” The paramedic asked me all kinds of questions and made me
talk almost all the way to the hospital.

We got to the hospital and after a bunch of jostling and wrangling I
was in a room and there were x rays and blood samples and people shined
flashlights in my eyes. Things were written down, charts were filled out.
And after all of the commotion I heard one of them say,

“Ok, you can come in now. She’s stable. We’re waiting for the
doctor to look at the x-rays and then he’ll come in. Are you the next of



kin?”
I heard his voice and my hand reached out for him.

“No ma’am, I’m just her boyfriend. Her friend has called her
parents. They should be here soon.”

Oh great. Who told them they could do that?

The nurse was apparently satisfied and I heard a door shut. And I
know I should have more important things on my mind but all T could do
was smile at the fact that Owen just called himself my boyfriend. My hand
still flexed, opening and closing wishing that it was wrapped around his.
Just then my prayers were answered. I heard a chair’s metal wheels screech
and grind against the floor and then his hands enveloped my free one.

I looked over at him and tried to smile and then he brushed some
of my hair out of my face and gave me this fake tight lipped smile like the
ones I reserve for strangers.

“Hey, I’'m ok. It’s gonna be fine.”

“I think I took some of your team out when I saw you go down.
Your parents are on their way. I know you aren’t happy about it but Amber
couldn’t find your insurance info so we had to. So, I don’t want to start any
drama. Do you want me to leave before they get here?”

“No, I want you right here. I need you with me.”

“And I need you to be ok. What would I do if something happened
to you?”

“I don’t want to think about it.” I whispered.
“Me neither. So...”

The door opened and I could smell her overpriced department store
perfume before I heard or saw her. Then I heard a long sigh. Those sighs
of hers meant so many things. You interrupted my country club tennis
lessons. I can’t believe I have to be here. I hope no one sees my pink haired
daughter. If she hadn’t gone ape shit, I’d never be here.



“Nellie Michelle, are you ok darling?” It poured out of her mouth
like a combination of molasses and ghost peppers, both sticky sweet and
mean as fire.

“Yes Mom, I’m fine. I’'m sorry you had to come down here.” 1
tried to be polite so she’d go away.

“Mmmm...well there’s nothing we can do about that now, can
we? So what has the doctor said?”

Owen answered before I could.

“He hasn’t made it in yet Ma’am.”

“And you are?” She sounded like the queen from Snow White.
“I’m Owen, Nellie’s boyfriend, it’s very nice to meet you.”

“Well, that’s news to me.” And then she glared at him up and
down, “I can certainly see why Nellie Michelle chose to keep you a secret.

»

I turned to Owen who looked like he was ashamed of who he was
next to me and I wasn’t going to take it for one more second.

“Do you see?” I pointed my question to Owen, “Do you see why I
didn’t want you to meet them? This is how they are.”

“Really Nellie? You didn’t want him to meet us?”

“Mom, I will put up with you insulting me, but I will not put up
with you insulting Owen. Did you bring the insurance card?”

“Of course, I gave it to the peon at the front desk.”
“Then you can leave.”
She scoffed and acted offended and then stormed out.

“Nellie, you didn’t have to do that. It’s your mom. Maybe she
should...” He didn’t sound like himself.

“Owen, there’s no one I’d rather have here with me than you. Can
—can you just hold my hand?”



He took my hand that he dropped during my mom'’s tiny tirade
between both of his strong warm ones and I closed my eyes at the sensation,
letting it our over me. Just then the doctor walked in and said that my ribs
were bruised but he didn’t think I had a concussion. He released me under
instructions to rest the next day and take it easy for the next week.

I had to be pushed out in a wheelchair, which sucked, and Owen
pulled up his car to take me home. He called Dylan and asked him to bring
him some clothes to my apartment. I didn’t know what that meant but I
knew that I wasn’t ready to be apart from him.

Tears rolled down my face as I thought about how my mom had
treated him. It was one thing for her to treat me that way. I was used to it
after all. But for her to treat him, the guy who had told me this morning
that he loved me, like dirt under her feet was intolerable.

“Are you in pain? I thought they gave you medicine that would last
a while.” He was concerned.

“Yeah, no I’m not in pain.” I tried to clear my tears with the edge
of my shirt.

“Then why are you crying?” He lifted my hand to his lips and
kissed it.

“I just hoped she would act different.” I whispered, ashamed.
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26. Owen

I couldn’t stand to see her cry. It shattered me. I didn’t say a word
because I needed to say something exactly right to soothe her and right then
I couldn’t find the words.

We got back to her apartment and she walked through to her
bedroom looking defeated. She showered and got directly into bed. I
showered after her, not even asking permission. I walked out not knowing
what was going to happen but also knowing that apart from her is
somewhere I didn’t want to be. She was laying down with her back to me
and I thought she was asleep already. I attempted to sneak out and go sleep
on the couch against everything that was calling out to me.

“Don’t go.” She sounded like she was still crying and she had her
hand stretched out behind her beckoning me. I got onto the other side of
the bed facing her and took both of her hands in mine and moved in as close
to her as I could without jostling her. I cleared my throat.

“Nellie, I don’t care what your mother thinks about me. The only
people whose opinions I value are my family’s and yours. It would be nice
for her to like me or even act like she can tolerate me, but it’s not
necessary. I love you no matter what.”

She took a deep breath and slowly moved closer to me.

“They’re never going to approve of anything I do. Today when she
said that it wasn’t aimed at you, it was aimed at me. She cuts me down
every chance she gets. I’ve learned to take it when I have to but mostly just
ignore it. But you didn’t deserve one ounce of it. But if we’re going to be
together then we’re going to have to deal with it from time to time and I
hate that for you.”

“We’ll just have to spend more time with my parents to counteract
it. You haven’t met my brothers yet. They are a trip.” I joked.

She nodded her head in acceptance



“I’m cold.” She whispered and her body concurred with a shiver.

I put my arm under her head and grabbed the back of her thigh to
move her even closer as gently as possible. Just hours ago I would’ve given
anything to have my hand on her thigh but this was not sexy. This was
making sure that if she was cold, I would warm her. If she was in pain, I
would ease her. And if her heart ached, I would mend her. Somehow the
things that I could do for her were just the things that she needed. She
could’ve found them anywhere but she chose to seek them in me.

She woke in the middle of the night hurting and I gave her a
dosage of the pills from the doctor and covered her ribs with ice. Minutes
later one or both took effect and she fell back into a peaceful sleep.
Morning came and she looked more like herself. She wasn’t as pale and
could sit up without much trouble. Amber cooked breakfast for everyone.
It was funny because Amber was so hot and cold when it came to Nellie.
Just when you thought she had forgotten all about her, she’s there doing
what she could to help.

I carried Nellie to the couch and watched everything from Master
of Disguise to Paranormal Witness on TV. I sat on the floor in front of the
couch and fell asleep while she played in my hair with my head lying back
on the couch next to her. There was a knock at the door and Nellie asked
who it was. But I already knew because I had made the call. I got up and
opened the door to my mom and she had gone all out.

Nellie’s whole face lit up when she saw my mom at the door.
“Hi Sylvia! How are you?”

Mom knelt down in front of the couch after I took everything from
her hands.

“I’m ok. But more importantly, how are you? What can I do for
you?”

My mom was the absolute best in taking care of people. I knew
that first hand.

“I’m fine. Owen has taken such amazing care of me. Really.”



“I’m sure he has.” Then she got closer and whispered something
in Nellie’s ear and Nellie simply nodded. What was with my parents
whispering things in her ear?

“I made you my famous chicken soup and some food for the
bottomless pit too.”

“Thank you so much.” They hugged and my mom said she needed
to get back to the restaurant. She hugged me as well and left.

“What did she whisper in your ear,” I asked her.
“Oh no, I’'m the best secret keeper ever.”
“Oh, I thought you were the best kisser ever. My mistake.”

She laughed, “No, I hold that title too. So how many other girls
have I beat out, huh?”

The room grew silent and she realized where joking had turned
serious immediately.

“Owen, I’m so sorry. I was just kidding. I don’t care at all. I
didn’t mean to pry.”

I knelt down in front of her and laid the right side of my face on
her chest facing her. I thought she was on the verge of crying so I needed to
fix this quick. She reached out and ran her fingers through my hair.

“Nellie, you didn’t say anything wrong. And I will tell you all of it
one day. But that time of my life is something that I’'m ashamed of. So to
answer your question, I kissed a good number of girls. I made out with a
good number of girls. I’ve only had sex with one girl and I wish I never
had. She betrayed me in the worst way and I’ll never forget it. If I could
take it back and all of those other girls too, I would. I would’ve waited for
you. ButI can’t.” Those last words barely came out.

“Hey, I don’t care about your past. Ireally was just kidding. All I
care about is you and me. Ok? But thank you for trusting me with that. I
love you so much and nothing you say is going to change that.”
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27. Nellie

Just what I didn’t want to do. In fact, the only thing I made sure
not to do. I forced information out of him and I felt like crap for it. Lying
here with his head on my chest, I could feel the breath on my neck as he
laid his confession before me. I felt the smallest twinge of hurt and
jealousy to think that he had been so intimate with other girls but I tried not
to show it. He loved me now and that’s what counted.

He stayed there relaxing after his admittance for a long time. His
eyes were closed.

“Owen.” I whispered. I didn’t want this moment to end badly.
“Yeah?” I could feel his jaw move against my chest as he spoke.
“Kiss me.” I said as firmly as I could.

His head popped up and he gave me a look that I interpreted as
relief.

“Even after...” Did he really think I couldn’t want to kiss him
again?

“Of course.”

He grabbed my face fiercely but softly and our mouths and locked
in harmony. He kissed me like he may never kiss me again. I heard a moan
and suddenly he pulled back abruptly ending my pleasure.

“What?” I asked.

“I totally made you moan.” I laughed as he kept his hands on my
face. It was my moan that I heard.

“Ugh, I’m so embarrassed.” I turned my face into the couch and
groaned.



“Oh no don’t you hide from me.” I turned slowly and it took me a
while to meet his eyes.

“That told me so much. And you never have to be embarrassed
about any of that in front of me. You can tell me anything. Ok?”

“OK. There’s something very important that I want to tell you.”
“What?” he said. He totally believed that I was serious.

“I’m hungry.” He cracked up and told me to sit tight but I wanted
to get up and sit at the table like a normal person.

He kissed me on the lips quickly and said “Come on tough girl,
let’s get to the table.”

With Owen’s help I recovered completely over the next two
weeks. He stayed with me when [ wanted him to and during the last week
he started going home at night. My bed didn’t feel the same anymore.

The next Friday night we were finally going to go somewhere
together. Owen told me in class to pack for the whole weekend and I had
never been so nervous and excited at the same time. He also told me to
pack swim suits. As in swim suit plural. I didn’t know what he had
planned but the thought of Owen in swim trunks with a view of those
piercings, whatever they were, almost had me running out of class to pack.

I got home after class and I realized that the only swim suits I
owned were old and funky. So I texted Amber and she and I went to the
mall to shop. Thank goodness they still had some swim suits and lucky me,
since it was fall, they were on clearance. I picked up four since they were
so cheap. I also got some more flip flops. Because a girl could never ever
have enough flip flops.

I rushed back home and furiously packed. I heard my phone.
O: Are you ready? I’'m on my way. If not, I can wait.

N: I will be ready by the time you get here.



I wore my jean skirt with a white fitted shirt and some of my new
flip flops. He mentioned that we would be travelling, so I wanted to be
comfortable. I sprayed myself one last time with my coconut and ginger
body spray and threw it in my bag. I heard a knock and went to answer the
door.

When I opened it his mouth dropped open and I know this boy
knew what I looked like. I took a quick peek in the mirror that hung to the
side of the door and didn’t see any zits or boogers.

“What’s the matter with you?” I asked while I giggled.

“Damn, you just look so good.” He came into the doorway and
kissed me quickly.

“Ok,” he rubbed his hands together “Are you ready?”

“Yeah, let me grab my bag.” I turned around but his hands stopped
me by tugging on my waist.

“Oh no, my girl doesn’t carry her own bag.”

He went into my bedroom and grabbed my duffel and my purse
and handed my purse to me.

“Anything else?” He looked so excited. He was like a kid going
to Legoland.

“Nope, that’s it.”
We went down and he approached a big black SUV.
“What is that thing?” I asked.

“This is my Dad’s car. He said he didn’t want you travelling in my
Bronco. It’s kinda old and so he lent me his Navigator to use for the
weekend.”

“Me? What about you?” I laughed as I gawked at the metal beast.

“Well, apparently my Dad really likes you so this is all about
you.” He laughed.



He put my things in the back and opened my door for me. He fit
easily into this vehicle, not like when he was in his Bronco and his head
swiped the roof. He pulled the monster out of the parking lot and we took
off going South. We attended Tulane University in New Orleans, so we
were close to all sorts of things: Gulf Shores, Grand Isle, Lake
Pontchartrain.

“So, where are we going,” I asked.

“I’m taking you out to Lake Pontchartrain and we’re going to
spend the weekend on my parents’ house boat. We can swim and just
relax. No phones, no school, no parents, no cares.”

I wanted to crawl over to the driver’s side and sit in his lap for the
rest of the ride. He knew exactly what I needed without even asking. I
needed a vacation from everything but him.

We drove about an hour an