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Taking Risks

By L.J. Hamlin

Take a Chance

Icy Reception


Take a Chance

Walking into the dinner, her cheek still stinging from her mother’s slap, Lynn looks around, hoping she hasn’t made the biggest mistake of her life by coming here. Lynn spots a figure in a corner booth: coal black, shaggy-cut bob and a leather jacket. Lynn takes a breath and strides over.

“Can I sit down?” Lynn asks.

Carrie glances up and looks surprised, her bright blue eyes rimmed with inky black liner as usual. “Sit. You came.” Carrie looks excited, which she doesn’t usually in class.

Lynn sits down opposite Carrie.

Carrie frowns. “Your face?”

“I told my parents everything: that I’ve been going to community college, that I want to be an English teacher, and that I’m not marrying my dad’s business partner’s son. And I told them I like girls,” Lynn says in a rush.

Carrie reaches out hesitantly and touches Lynn’s cheek. “You got hurt?”

“My mom slapped me. Dad said I’m cut off. But you were right, Carrie. I couldn’t keep pretending. It was killing me. My therapist was so worried about it, but now I have no place to stay, no nothing.” Lynn is freaking out a little, well a lot. She’s just dropped a bomb in her so-called perfect life, just because a pretty girl wrote her a poem and talked to her over coffee.

Carrie pushes her drink forward. “Have something to drink, take a breath, and we’ll start working this out together.”

Lynn reaches for the soda as told, and when their hands meet in the trade off, Lynn’s stomach fizzes like the bubbles in the soda. She has it bad. She’s had crushes on women before, but none like this. Carrie seems to be on the edge of her every thought.

“You work, so you have money. My brothers will go with you to collect your things tomorrow. Anything you bought is yours. And my parents will let you stay with us for dirt-cheap rent,” Carrie says like it’s that simple, but Lynn likes that about Carrie. She never hesitates. Lynn has been hesitating her whole life till tonight.

“Thank you. You’ve been so amazing since I met you. It’s just, do you really like me, or are you just helping me to be nice to the poor loser case?” Lynn asks.

Carrie takes her hand. “I wish I could say I was just being a good person and helping you out. But you living with us honestly helps me. I want to be with you, and I don’t want to hide it.”

Lynn wants to kiss Carrie, but they haven’t done anything like that yet, but she wants to take the risk, even if it feels huge. “Can I kiss you?”

“In public? You sure?” Carrie seems surprised again, like she wasn’t sure Lynn was taking the leap with her.

“I’m scared, but I want my life to start. No more hiding. No more playing it safe. My parents reacted how I thought they would, but my world isn’t over. It’s just starting.” Lynn had been so afraid for so long, but she’s done it now. She’s outed herself, and she’s got Carrie here, ready to help her make things better.

Carrie smiles. “Go on, then. Kiss me.”

Carrie’s words seem almost like a dare, a challenge, one Lynn can’t resist. She leans forward and plants a soft kiss on Carrie’s waiting lips. No kiss has ever made her feel so nervous or excited. Her stomach flips when Carrie’s tongue flicks out over her lower lip.

Someone clears their throat loudly, and Lynn and Carrie move back at the same time.

“Want to go somewhere to be alone before you come meet my folks?” Carrie asks with mischief in her eyes.

Lynn feels excitement spark in her soul like the start of a fire. “Where can we go?”

“I have my camper van.” Carrie has a van for travelling in the summers between school. Lynn has dreamed of going with her, seeing more of the world, and maybe now she can, but right now the world isn’t on her mind as much as seeing how Carrie’s moans taste.

“Let’s go.” Lynn stands, mind made up. What’s one more risk after turning her life upside down. Now is the time to be bold.

Carrie grabs her bag as she stands and then grabs Lynn’s hand, and it’s not till they make it to the doorway that Lynn realizes it has begun raining in the short time she was inside. They look at each other and both smile and dive out the door into the pouring rain. It’s shockingly cold, and Lynn focuses on the warmth of Carrie’s hand as she follows Carrie’s lead to her van. Carrie fumbles with the keys for only a second before she’s opening up the back and they’re both climbing in and closing themselves in.

Lynn pushes her long hair back. It’s soaking wet and heavy, and she can’t help but laugh. “This is so unlike me.”

“Is it not like you, or is it not like the you your parents said you had to be?” Carrie asks, and she reaches out and tucks some of the hair Lynn missed behind her ear.

“Whoa, I feel like that gif of the cat that says mind blown? You’re always doing that to me. You’re right. I’m still thinking how they’d react, how they’d tell me to be sensible, grow up, never take risks, but life isn’t always supposed to be safe. I don’t want that safe life. It’s not me.” Lynn feels powerful as she speaks the truth finally. Dripping wet, way in the back of a car with Carrie, she feels more at home in her skin than she ever has before.

Carrie’s face breaks out into the biggest smile Lynn has ever seen. “God, I’m proud of you.”

“Me? All I did was take a chance that a pretty goth poet meant it when she said she saw something in me she liked. You live your life so honestly. You do what feels right, always. I know you do.” Lynn is in awe of Carrie sometimes, and she takes her hand, needing to feel her, to ground herself.

“Not always. I doubt myself. You know I’m bipolar. We’ve talked about it. That still has me questioning my emotions at times, but I’m in a good place, in therapy, in meds, and in trusting myself most of the time. But we’re all works in progress. Don’t put me on a pedestal.” Carrie warns.

Lynn kisses the small scar on Carrie’s knuckle, and she wants to hear the story behind that one day. She wants to hear all of Carrie’s stories. “I won’t. I know you’re not some perfect angel in need of that kind of worship, but I would like to worship parts of you.” Lynn blushes at her own words, but she’s glad she says them when Carrie laughs.

“Oh, baby girl, you can worship my body anytime, if you like.” Carrie grins.

“Now?” Lynn asks seriously.

Carrie looks her dead in the eye. “You sure? I know you must be feeling vulnerable after what happened with your parents. I don’t ever want to take advantage of you.”

Lynn let’s herself think for a few moments before answering. “I’m not sad. Maybe I’m numb or in shock. I knew their love for me was conditional, dependent on letting them shape me into who they wanted. And I want you. I’ve been waiting long enough to do the things I want. I want to experience everything I’ve been missing.”

“Love should never be conditional. My parents’ isn’t for me, and mine isn’t for you,” Carrie says softly, wiping her eyeliner where the rain has made it run, giving her raccoon eyes.

“You love me?” Lynn is sure she must have heard wrong, but her heart starts beating like a drum anyway.

Carrie grins kind of shyly. “You didn’t guess?”

“I hoped.”

“Is it too soon for you or—”

“I love you,” Lynn interrupts.

Carrie’s smile is breathtaking and would make the sun ashamed to shine. “Can I kiss you?”

“Wish you would.” Lynn licks her lip, and then Carrie is kissing her. Lynn doesn’t quite know how, but she ends up on her back in the van with Carrie on top of her, and the weight of a curvy female body on top of hers feels so right, like something she’s been missing while she sat on the outside, pretending to conform to match her family’s expectations. Carrie might look like the outsider to most, but she has a loving family. She’s comfortable in her skin. Till Lynn walked out the door of her parents’ home, she had been the true outsider, outside of life, but that’s over now.

They explore each other’s mouths slowly but heatedly. After a while, Lynn pushes Carrie’s heavy jacket off, dumping it to one side. Carrie strokes the tender skin of Lynn’s stomach where her shirt has ridden up, and it makes Lynn shiver from more than the cold or the rain.

“I want to see more of you. Can I?” Carrie asks, toying with the hem of Lynn’s blouse.

Lynn has never done this before, but she wants it so badly she aches. “Only if I get to see you too.”

“Deal.” Carrie grins. They sit up a little, and Carrie wrestles off her clingy wet t-shirt and then goes to work on the buttons of Lynn’s blouse. It peels off of her skin easily.

Lynn is so busy drinking in Carrie’s body, her lacy black bra, to feel too nervous about her body or her plain white cotton bra. The way Carrie looks at her makes Lynn feel like she’s wearing the sexiest lingerie available.

“Touch me.” Lynn isn’t sure if she’s asking or demanding, but Carrie responds either way. Hands slide over pale, untouched skin, over her breasts, making them ache. Carrie kisses her too, not just Lynn’s mouth, but her neck and chest, sucking on skin until marks bloom like roses on her pale skin.

Lynn let’s her own hands wander, and she has never been more turned on in her life. Not even when she’s woken too soon from a heated dream has she felt like this, so needy, so ready for more. Lynn’s head is dizzy with need, and she decides to take another chance and take Carrie’s hand and slide it under her skirt.

Carrie takes over, sliding higher and pushing aside Lynn’s panties, which are wet from more than the rain. Carrie whispers in her ear, asking if she’s sure, and Lynn nods. She’s never been more sure of anything. Carrie’s clever fingers find Lynn’s clit and start rubbing gently, and it’s like fireworks under her skin.

“Carrie,” Lynn gasps.

“Like it?”

“Don’t stop.”

“Not planning on it unless you ask me to,” Carrie promises.

Carrie seems to know exactly how to touch Lynn, and before she knows it, it’s as if a great wave is rising in her. Then the wave crashes, sending pleasure rippling through her body. Carrie kisses her through it, only moving to let her get a deep breath and to say how beautiful she looks.

Lynn is feeling blissed out when guilt pangs. “What about you?”

“I’ll show you what I like next time. I kind of like waiting, the ache. We should get home and dry and get you settled in,” Carrie says, kissing her nose, and Lynn can’t help smiling.

They help each other get dressed and then climb into the front of the van. Carrie drives to her parents’ home. They stop in the drive, and Lynn starts to feel panic build.

“I told them about you. They said you could stay with me if things went badly with your parents,” Carrie assures, like she’s reading Lynn’s mind.

“You sure?” Lynn asks. She needs to be brave. She’s faced her parents. That was the hard part. Facing Carrie’s parents won’t be nearly as hard.

Carrie smiles. “Very. Come on. I want them to meet you.”

Carrie offers her hand, and Lynn takes it, looking at Carrie’s chipped black nail polish and her own perfectly manicured pink nails. They somehow fit, but Lynn thinks she’ll try something daring soon, like a bright scarlet on her nails. She’s all about taking chances these days.

“I’m ready.”


Icy Reception

Sitting nervously, waiting in her favorite coffee shop, Annabel keeps looking up from her phone every time she hears the bell ring to announce the entrance has opened. She’s waiting for a friend, one she happens to have the slightest of baby crushes on—and now also one she needs a favour from.

The bell chimes again and this time when Annabel looks up, she makes eye contact with the brilliant pair of green eyes belonging to Bettie, who smiles brightly and comes over quickly to sit opposite Annabel, her large puffy coat rustling as she sits.

“So what’s up? Your message made it seem like you were worried, not just wanting to catch coffee for fun. Is everything okay?” Bettie looks worried.

“Everybody’s safe. Sorry if I worried you.” Annabel and Bettie live in the same small mountain town. Annabel’s family live here, and they’re both in a knitting group made up of people from the town, and Annabel only now realizes her panicky phone message to Bettie might have sounded like something was wrong with someone they both knew.

Bettie waves her hand dismissively “I’m fine. Glad no one’s hurt, but you seem tense.”

“My best friend from high school announced she’s engaged at a party we were at last night, has been for months, and this morning she told me she wants me to be in the wedding,” Annabel says gravelly.

Bettie frowns. “Isn’t that good news? Unless you slept with the groom or the bride. Omg, is she the person you’ve been mooning over that you won’t tell the knitting group about?”

“No!” Annabel makes a disgusted face at the thought of sleeping with either Jane or Greg. She’s known them since she was three, long before she knew she was bisexual, and they’re like family too her. Sleeping with either of them would be like having sex with a blood relative. And Annabel is not addressing the crush part because the knitting group have noticed that the crush behavior and reluctance to date are all down to Bettie, who has only been in town three months and already found her place.

“Okay, so what’s the drama?” Bettie asks.

“It’s the wedding.” Annabel sighs.

“Can’t get the day off work? I’ll cover your shift if that’s what you need, but you work for your family’s business, so surely they’ll let you?” Bettie frowns.

Annabel works as the manager in her family’s small designer clothes shop. Everything is handmade, and only a few pieces of the same thing are ever made. One day she’ll own the store, so she takes a lot of responsibility and not much time off, but her family would never stop her going to a wedding. If only it were that simple.

“The wedding is on ice,” Annabel says with a forlorn look at her half-finished peppermint tea.

Bettie looks confused. “Like on one of the frozen lakes? That sounds romantic, but I don’t see the problem.”

Bettie works as an ice skating instructor. Of course she doesn’t see the problem, but at the same time, it makes her the perfect person to help Annabel.

“Yes, it’s on the biggest frozen lake—beautiful location for a winter wedding. Only problem is I can’t skate,” Annabel admits, waiting for the laughter that has followed her since her teens.

“You live in the mountains in Canada and you can’t skate? That’s odd. Any reason?” Bettie isn’t laughing at her, but it’s clear she’s surprised, but then, most people would be surprised that a twenty two year old in this town can’t skate. Bettie’s class is all kids and teens.

Annabel bites her lip. “I had an accident, and I’ve been too scared to go on the ice ever since. Jane figures I must be over it by now, and I don’t want to tell her I can’t do it. And the bridesmaids actually have to skate and do some tricks. Guests get to walk on carpet,”

“Oh gosh, I’m sorry. Were you hurt? You have a phobia—that’s not something you just get over without help in my experience. Have you had therapy?” Bettie looks so worried, not a hint of mocking laughter, and it makes something in Annabel’s gut untangle. She’s been so worried Bettie would turn out to be a jerk like so many others have.

“I broke my leg and my arm on the left side. I still get pain in my arm and weakness in my leg, but it’s the fear that’s kept me from trying again over the years. But Jane is important to me, and this is important to her, so I need to learn,” Annabel explains.

Bettie smiles. “You want me to teach you?”

“Well, I figured you reach kids, so I’d be at the same level as some of them. I can pay you of course, whatever your usual rate is for a private lesson,” Annabel says, sipping her tea even though it’s a little cold.

Bettie waves her words away again. “I can’t take your money, we’re friends.”

Annabel shakes her head. “I appreciate that, but I need to pay you or trade you something. I wouldn’t feel right just taking without giving back,”

“I could do trade. You’re a much better knitter than me. Why don’t you reach me, so I can catch up with the group and maybe knit something together? I’d be more comfortable with that,” Bettie says cheerfully.

“Okay, that sounds great. Panic kind of over. Would you like a coffee or anything to drink? I can show you what I’ll need to learn,” Annabel offers.

Bettie smiles. “I would love a chai latte if you don’t mind.”

“Ooh, that sounds good. I think I’ll get one for me too. I’ll be right back,” Annabel says, standing up.

“You clearly don’t watch horror films. Never say I’ll be right back. You’ll get killed by an axe murderer,” Bettie says with a twinkle in her eye.

Annabel laughs “I’ll keep that in mind, but in Bell’s coffee shop, I think I’m safe,”

“That’s what the axe murderer wants you to think,” Bettie teases.

“You’re a dork, it’s adorable,” Annabel turns away before she can blush at her own words, but she hears Bettie giggle, and it makes her chest feel warm.

Annabel goes to the counter and no one is waiting, so she gets to put her order in right away. She’s back at her table with Bettie and two chai lattes quite quickly. Bettie smiles and thanks her for her drink, adding a little sugar. Annabel skips the sugar, still haunted by the posters in her dentist’s office when she was in for her checkup last week.

“So I have a video of what I need to learn. Jane sent it to me.” Annabel gets her cell phone out of her bag, finds the right video, and hands it over to Bettie.

Bettie watches the video intently. While she watches, a small wrinkle appears on her forehead, and Annabel is overcome with the urge to kiss Bettie’s furrowed brow, but she holds back and hope the urge isn’t plain to see in her face.

“Is it complicated to learn?” Annabel asks.

Bettie hands her phone back. “Depends how bad you are at skating. Most people I could teach this routine in about seven lessons.”

“I wasn’t awful at it as a kid. I could do the basics, but I have no confidence on ice, and I need to look graceful, not have shaking knees and look like Bambi his first time in ice.” Annabel sighs.

“How about we aim for ten lessons. I could fit in three a week without much trouble. Will that be quick enough?” Bettie asks.

“That would be perfect,” Annabel nods.

Bettie blows on her chai latte. “How about Monday, Wednesday, and Friday for skating lessons, and Thursday for knitting lessons? Seeing as we have the knitting circle Sunday already,”

Annabel realizes that will mean she will be seeing Bettie five out of seven days each week, and she isn’t sure her poor crush will be able to handle it. “Sounds great,” she says weakly.

Annabel quickly takes a sip of her drink, hoping Bettie won’t notice how croaky her voice sounded. She has it so bad for Bettie. She stands out in this small town: built muscular body, all strong long limbs, purple pixie cut hair, and several piercings. She looks like she should be an intimidating presence, but she’s so warm and friendly.

“I’ll turn you into a pro skater in no time,” Bettie says, tapping her mug against Annabel’s in a mock toast.

“I don’t need to be as good as you or even near that level. I just need to get through this wedding and not pee my pants out of fear,” Annabel says honestly.

Bettie laughs, and she has such a warm, inviting laugh, it makes Annabel feel like joining in, not like she’s being mocked.

“I’d like to make a new blanket. It’s so cold here,” Bettie complains.

Annabel takes her turn to laugh. “It gets a lot colder, and I can help you. Between us we’ll have it made in no time.”

“I know, and I like the cold, just not when I’m sleeping.” Bettie pouts.

“I get that. We’ll have you toasty and warm at night by the time I’m skating.” Annabel smiles.

They sit and talk over what they’ll do in their lessons and share a bit of gossip from the knitting circle. It’s nice, and Annabel is pretty sure she doesn’t embarrass herself even a little bit, which makes it better. Annabel had thought revealing she couldn’t skate would be humiliating, as it often has been, but Bettie seems to respect her phobia of the ice and falling. And even better, Bettie is willing to help her.

They part ways, and Annabel spends her evening working on some designs for her herbalists store, but her arm is hurting Sunday, and she knows she’ll need to rest it, so spends her days watching movies with her nibblings and trying not to think about her lesson on Monday, or how when she said goodbye to Bettie at the coffee shop, they’d hugged briefly and it had made Annabel’s stomach feel like butterflies had been trying to escape. They text to set up a time and come Monday night, Annabel is outside the skating arena at the time they agreed.

Bettie comes out from the complex with a wide smile on her face. “Come on, let’s go get our skates on!”

Bettie seems happy, so Annabel tries to smile back, but nerves have built up in her, and she is feeling sick with terror. They go inside and make it to the rink side, and Bettie has skates waiting. Annabel sits down, trying to slow her breathing as she takes off her boots.

Her hands are shaking noticeably when she starts lacing herself into the skate, it has been years since she has put her foot in an ice skate. Since her fall she’s not been this close to a rink, and when she does get too close to one, she usually has a panic attack. Annabel is trying to fight that now.

“Hey, are you okay?” Bettie asks, sounding concerned, her hand gentle on Annabel’s arm.

“Yes, yeah, fine, why?” Annabel says, trying to bluff that she’s okay.

“I called your name twice, and you’ve been trying to get the laces perfect on your skates for a long time. You don’t have to be brave—hell you’ve already been brave just by saying yes to the wedding and coming here. But you have a phobia. That will probably take time to get past,” Bettie says in a calm voice.

“I don’t have time, not enough for this. I’m freaking out before I even get on the ice.” Annabel groans.

“Would watching me for a bit first help? Seeing it’s safe might calm your mind,” Bettie suggests.

“Maybe. Let’s try that.” Annabel feels relief at the idea of not having to get straight on the ice.

Bettie opens the door to the ice and in seconds is gliding. Annabel can’t help fearing for Bettie’s safety, but she looks so effortless on the ice, it doesn’t seem so dangerous. In the past, even watching the Winter Olympics skaters in TV has made Annabel feel a little sick, but she has had therapy since then, and she uses some of the mindfulness meditation techniques she’s been taught while she watches Bettie perform the routine she needs to learn over and over, and something about the repetitive movements and the sound of Bettie’s skates on the ice finally seems to calm Annabel down.

Annabel waves Bettie over. “I think I’m ready to try and get on the ice.”

“Cool. I’m going to hold your hands and we’ll stay together. I won’t let you fall. You said one of your legs is a bit weaker. Can I ask which one?” Bettie says as Annabel comes over to the entrance to the rink.

“My right leg. If I go for a run, I’m limping by the end of it, but it doesn’t bother me walking too much, so not sure how it’ll be with skating. Not been on the ice since I broke it,” Annabel explains.

Bettie looks thoughtful. “I know you’re right dominant but try to lead with your stronger left leg when you push off. Do you remember the basics?”

Annabel takes Bettie’s gloved hands in her own, and with her stomach doing flips, she puts her left foot on the ice as advised, it feels wrong to lead with her left, but that leg is stronger and doesn’t wobble the way she had feared.

“I remember. I wasn’t too bad before my accident.” Annabel puts her second skate on the ice, trying to keep her breathing even. A panic attack on the ice is the last thing she needs. Bettie has been great, but Annabel isn’t sure she’s ready to be that vulnerable in front of Bettie yet. The only people who have seen her when she’s had panic attacks are her mom and her therapist.

Bettie holds her hands tightly and instructs Annabel to follow her lead. Bettie has a harder job, skating backward, but she makes the first steps look effortless.

“Today we’re just going to skate straight lines and practice stopping, nothing fancy. The twists and turns can come later. I know I’m asking a lot, but you need to trust me for this. It’ll go so much easier if you do.”

Bettie doesn’t go fast. She very slowly skates backward, her movements smooth. Annabel follows, though not quite as smoothly. It’s been years since she did this, and she once enjoyed it, but her stomach is still in knots.

“I can do that,” Annabel says in a shakier voice.

“We can do this.” Bettie smiles, and it makes Annabel’s heart feel strange to hear Bettie refer to them as a we, even though she doesn’t mean it romantically.

“I’m so scared I’ll fall,” Annabel admits.

Bettie looks torn. “Okay, so honestly you might, but most falls are not all that bad. Someone falls in my classes every day. Most often it’s bruises and a few tears. I’ve never had a kid break a bone, and I’ve been teaching people since I was a teen myself. You got really unlucky—that won’t happen again.”

“You sound so sure,” Annabel says as they slowly make their way across the ice.

Bettie smiles. “I am. You’re my student now, and I take care of mine. Not to sound creepy or possessive. You’re totally your own person and that is awesome.” Bettie is actually blushing.

“It’s okay. I didn’t think you were going cave woman on me over a few lessons,” Annabel assures her.

“Sorry, I guess I’m a bit hyper aware of that stuff. I had an ex who was fond of telling me I was theirs, and they did mean it cave woman style. There is a line between sexy ‘I’m yours and you’re mine’ and someone being too possessive,” Bettie says softly. It is the first time Bettie has mentioned any relationship, let alone a bad one or one with a woman.

“Don’t be sorry. It’s good to be aware, and if you ever need to talk about your ex, you can talk to me, or I have the number for my therapist’s practice. Three therapists work there, and all are queer friendly and not bigoted about gender or anything—good people,” Annabel offers as they get near to the other end of the skate rink.

“Thank you, that’s lovely. I was seeing a therapist before I moved here, but I should get a new one I can see in person. At the moment, if I have issues, I try to do a phone session with my therapist back in Maine. Right. We’re going to stop, turn, and start again.” Bettie carefully explains how they’re going to do that, and memory kicks in and Annabel is able to do what Bettie says relatively easily.

“This is going better than I thought it would. Like I still feel like I might throw up on our feet at any second and be so embarrassed I’d have to move to the wilderness and never have contact with any humans ever again, but no falls!” Annabel says brightly.

Bettie laughs. “You’re doing great. I’d appreciate not being puked on. The kids in my class have done that, so no need to run away if you do. As a toddler, my nibbling Sarah once puked into my open mouth, so shoes I can handle.”

Annabel shudders. “Oh my god, really?”

“My sister thought it was hilarious. I brushed my teeth and rinsed with mouthwash about ten times that day. I still feel queasy thinking about it.”

Annabel smiles. “Not laughing at you, just relived that maybe it’ll be harder for me to drive you away than I thought.”

Bettie shakes her head. “You’re cool as shit. Why would you drive me away? You’ve been so welcoming since I moved to town and joined the knitting circle.”

“Everyone in town and the circle love you. It’s easy to welcome you, and I don’t feel cool. I feel like a dork. Half the time I feel like I’m still the kid in high school who didn’t have a date to prom,” Annabel admits.

Bettie looks shocked. “You didn’t have a date to prom?”

“No, it was okay. I went with a group of friends and had a great time, but you know stuff like that and being picked last for teams always sticks with you. Did you go to prom?” Annabel asks, curious.

Bettie grins. “I was a rebel. My date and I ditched prom and went to a gay bar with fake IDs.”

Annabel laughs. “You’re way too cool. You’d never have been my friend in high school. I was a total shy nerd”

“I would have been. I’d have delighted in corrupting you. Now come on. Focus. Three more times around the rink and we’ll take a break.” Bettie grins.

Annabel feels something like fireworks in her blood at the thought of Bettie corrupting her. The sparks heat her skin from the inside, but she just nods and focuses on skating.

* * * *

Wednesday evening they skate again, and then Thursday rolls around and Annabel finds herself feeling nervous all day because after dinner she has a knitting date with Bettie at Bettie’s house at the edge of town.

The day drags, and Annabel is eager to spend time with Bettie again, even though she has spent the last two days with her, her small crush have been growing with every minute spent in Bettie’s company. It gets to seven finally, and Annabel is on Bettie’s door step ringing the bell to be let in.

Bettie answers the door smiling. She’s wearing a big over-sized purple sweater that Annabel made and sold to her in the store. She’s paired it with black wool leggings and fluffy socks. Her hair is pinned up in a messy style, and she has a smear of flour on one cheek. She looks so beautiful, Annabel feels her heart squeeze right in her chest and her smile turn from nervous to goofy.

“Hi! So good to see you. I’ve been on Pinterest looking up knits and have a few to show you. There is so much I want to make. Hopefully you can help me.” Bettie sounds so excited, and it makes Annabel feel warm. She really loves spending time with Bettie.

Annabel smiles. “Been baking too?”

“Yeah, how’d you guess? I wore an apron.” Bettie looks down at her clothes as she steps aside to let Annabel in to her home.

“You missed a spot,” Annabel says, shutting the door behind her and trying not to flush at being so close to Bettie in the small hallway.

Bettie frowns and it just looks cute. “Can you get it for me?”

Annabel bites her tongue, so she doesn’t let out an over eager response. “Ah, sure.”

Annabel gently places her thumb in the warm skin of Bettie’s cheek, and using as much care as she would with her nibbling, Sarah, she brushes away the fine powder. “Got it,” Annabel says, dropping her hand, not wanting to be a creep and stroke Bettie’s face longer than she needs to.

Bettie’s smile is radiant. “Thank you, and I don’t have a secret cocaine habit. I baked scones. I thought we might like a snack.”

Annabel can’t help laughing at Bettie worrying Annabel would think that. Annabel has no issue with anyone using drugs as long as they don’t hurt anyone and do it responsibly, but Bettie is a small town teacher. She’s just not the type to be doing a party drug alone in her house before she plans to knit, though Annabel guesses it might make you knit faster.

“Scones sound lovely, thank you. I have a bunch of wool and everything we might need,” Annabel says, patting her knitting bag with her unbraced hand, which has a pair of kittens playing with a ball of wool on it that her mother gave her. Her mother might run the clothing store, but she doesn’t get knitting. She’s a seamstress and likes more delicate materials than wool, but she supports Annabel’s love for knitting, always has.

“Great, come through. I thought we could knit in my living room. I’ve got a fire going, and it’s the warmest room in the house,” Bettie offers, leading the way, and Annabel nods as she follows. She has been to Bettie’s home before, since everyone in their knitting circle take turns hosting.

They settle in a pile of blankets and pillows on the floor in front of the fire. Bettie has everything ready, including wine and glasses and her tablet to show the patterns.

“Will your leg be okay on the floor? And you do drink white wine, right? I was sure I saw you drink it before, but I don’t want to assume,” Bettie says, showing more concern for Annabel’s comfort and needs than some friends do—or some dates, and oh God how she wishes this were a date.

“My leg should be fine, thanks. It’s more if I stand too long or bear weight too long, and I do drink white wine. Is that a pino? I love that. Oh and just to explain the wrist brace, I wear it sometimes if I’m going to be using my arm a lot and between work and this, I thought I’d be careful,” Annabel explains.

Bettie looks concerned. “This extra knitting won’t hurt you, will it?”

Annabel waves away her concern. “I knit for fun, for work, every Sunday with the circle—this is just a precaution. I swear, I know my limits.”

“Sorry, I hope I don’t come over like a mother hen. You’re a grown woman. You don’t need me parenting you. I just worry. I’d hate for you to be in pain because you helped me,” Bettie says softly.

“No apology needed. You’re firmly in the level of pleasant concern for me, not overbearing and treating me like a child,” Annabel assures.

“Good,” Bettie sounds relived.

Annabel smiles. “I’ll take a glass of wine and a look at what you want to work on to start, if that’s okay.”

Bettie agrees and pours two glasses of wine and grabs her tablet.

“Now don’t laugh.” Bettie sighs.

“Why would I laugh?” Annabel asks, taking a sip of the crisp wine before setting her glass down.

“Some people would. I want to make a mermaid tail blanket, the style with knitted scales,” Bettie looks warily as she shows Annabel a few pictures of what she means, and Annabel hates that she expects to be laughed at for this, for having fun, for liking something whimsical.

“I love it. We can definitely do this—simple enough knit. Do you know what will colours you want to use?” Annabel asks.

Bettie looks happy. “You really like it? You don’t think it’s silly?”

“I’ve wanted to make one for ages, and nothing we like is silly, and if it is, who cares. I hate the attitude that you leave high school and college or enter a certain age and just leave fun things behind. And I think it’d be cosy to wear on the couch while watching TV, reading, or knitting!” Annabel has spent time trying to fit in. In middle school she tried to change everything about herself, and she was miserable. It’s taken time, a lot of it, but Annabel feels she’s at a place where she’s done being anyone other than herself.

“I was thinking purple and blue,” Bettie says shyly, pulling some balls out of a bag near them.

Annabel grins. “I love those shades. Let’s get started,”

Bettie relaxes and becomes more confident again as they start planning and begin the project, and they chat as they work. Two glasses of wine and one and a half scones later, Annabel is feeling a little sleepy, her hand is cramping, and they have a decent start between them.

“We’re friends, right?” Bettie says out of the blue as they pack up for the night.

“Yes, if course we are.” Annabel hopes they are anyway. She might have romantic feelings for Bettie, but it wouldn’t feel any less special to have her friendship. That kind of relationship has value to Annabel too.

“I have a secret, and I feel like after you trusted me with your phobia, I should tell you.” Bettie bites her lip.

“You don’t owe me anything because I shared something with you. Of course I’m curious, but I don’t want you to ever feel pressured or like you owe me. We’re friends. You don’t do that with real friends,” Annabel says firmly.

Bettie smiles faintly. “That makes me want to tell you more—I feel like I can trust you.”

“You can trust me.” Annabel has no idea what Bettie’s secret could be. She just selfishly hopes it’s not that she’s involved romantically with someone, as Annabel is monosexual and knows Bettie is too.

“You know shape shifters are a thing, right?” Bettie’s voice shakes.

Five years before werewolves revealed themselves to the world, and a year later other shifters joined them. Some were met with hatred, often by fringe religious groups. Annabel has seen enough shifter hate to understand why Bettie is scared to share, and this is a small town, where people are not always known for liking anyone different.

“You’re a shifter? Can I ask what kind, or is that rude? I don’t know the rules.” Annabel doesn’t want to ask if it’s like asking a person’s weight or something like that, but she is curious, and for some reason, she’s sure Bettie isn’t a werewolf.

“It’s okay to ask—I’m a penguin,” Bettie says softly.

“A penguin?” Annabel repeats.

Bettie frowns “Yes?”

Annabel smiles. “But you said you don’t like the cold,”

Bettie swats her arm softly. “Jerk, I thought you were freaked out.”

“I’m not, but how can a penguin not like the cold?”

“I’m only part penguin, and I do like the cold, just not freezing cold, and penguins like warmth too.” Bettie pouts.

Annabel grins. “I can make your penguin form a cute little sweater to wear if you like,”

“You’re enjoying this way too much,” Bettie says, playfully shoving Annabel.

“Well, it’s cool. I’ve never met a penguin shifter before—not met many shifters of any kind really. There are like two wolves and a puma shifter in the whole town. And I’m glad you trusted me.” Annabel can’t help smiling because Bettie has trusted her with this.

Bettie looks serious. “I do trust you.”

“I won’t tell anyone you’re a penguin shifter.” Annabel wants to take Bettie’s hand so badly but doesn’t dare, but it’s like Bettie reads her mind because takes both off Annabel’s hands into hers, not treating the splint like something weird, like some do.

“I really want to kiss you,” Bettie says, surprising Annabel. She had thought the electricity between them was all in her mind.

“You can, if you want. I’d like it if you did,” Annabel blurts out, not wanting to miss her chance.

Bettie leans in, and like some kind of big screen movie, it goes smooth and perfect and sets fire to Annabel’s insides.

“Wait, one question?” Annabel can’t quite get it out of her mind.

“What?”

Annabel smiles shyly. “What kind of penguin are you?”

“One of the smallest, a fairy penguin,” Bettie tells her.

“That is adorable.” Annabel grins, she loves animals.

“You’re adorable,” Bettie counters.

“Can I kiss you?” Annabel asks.

Bettie laughs, “Been hoping you’d ask that since I first saw you at the knitting circle.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” Annabel asks, taking Bettie’s hand in hers, linking their fingers together.

“I needed to be able to trust you first.” Bettie sounds almost apologetic.

Annabel nods. “I get that. I’m glad you do trust me.”

Bettie reaches out with her free hand and traces Annabel’s lips with her finger tips. It makes Annabel’s whole body flush warmer than she felt sitting in front of the fire all night.

“I love your mouth,” Bettie says softly, but with heat in her voice, and it makes Annabel feel like her insides are liquid.

“I think you should kiss it again,” Annabel suggests.

Bettie winks. “Don’t need to ask me twice.”

Bettie leans in and their lips meet, and Annabel feels like she’s being consumed by the feeling, heat burning through her veins, and she slips her arms around Bettie’s waist and almost purrs in pleasure when Bettie wraps her arms around Annabel’s neck and holds her close.

“We need to stop,” Bettie gasps out, nuzzling Annabel’s neck and sending shivers down her spine. The way Bettie is acting, it’s clear she doesn’t want to stop their make out session for a bad reason, like regretting it.

“I told you my big secret tonight, and that I like you. I don’t want to get carried away all in one night. I kind of really have it bad for you, so I figured I’d get to take you on a date, woo you a little before I try and get in your pants,” Bettie explains, and Annabel doesn’t think she’s ever been so happy about someone not wanting to have sex with her.

Annabel gives Bettie a peck on the lips. “I like you a lot too, so woo away.”

“Better take you out for now then, before I’m tempted to try my luck at seducing you.” Bettie grins.

“Okay, see you for are next ice skating lesson tomorrow?” Annabel is nervous. but excited. Bettie likes her, wants to date her—it’s all she’s been wanting.

“Yes, same time. Don’t think I’ll go easy on you just because I like you.” Bettie teases.

“Wouldn’t expect you to.” Annabel packs up her stuff, and Bettie helps her to her feet, so she doesn’t have to put her weight on her arm. Then they walk to the door together, and Bettie kisses her goodnight in her doorway. Annabel doesn’t care if they’re seen or not and is glad Bettie doesn’t seem to want to hide either.

Annabel returns home on a high and gets into bed with a smile on her face.

* * * *

“And twist, yes, yes! That’s my girl!” Bettie cheers as Annabel does the final twist of the routine she needs for the wedding and then skates over to Bettie.

“Your girl?” Annabel asks with a grin, not even caring that she just finally aced the routine. Bettie’s words mean more.

Bettie blushes. “Too soon, too possessive?”

“Neither. I liked it,” Annabel says, taking Bettie’s gloved hand.

“You did great. How’d it feel?” Bettie asks.

“Still terrified I’ll fall on my face or get hurt, but I think if we keep practicing I can get through the wedding,” Annabel admits. She doesn’t think her phobia will ever go away completely, but having more skill on the ice has helped her feel safer.

“There was something you mentioned earlier that made me want to show you something. Wait here.” Bettie grins. She skates away, and Annabel waits confused, and then a little penguin appears on the ice.

“Oh my god, Bettie?” Annabel has never seen a fairy penguin in person before, only on TV, and Bettie is just as cute as Annabel has thought she would be.

Bettie waddles over, so sure footed on the ice, and comes over and pecks Annabel’s laces, letting out a small noise. Annabel reaches down slowly, and Bettie stays close and lets Annabel stroke the feathers on the top of her small head. The feathers are slightly oily but very soft. Bettie flaps her wings once and then waddles away.

Annabel waits, skating up and down a few times to practice, and then hears the sound of skates before Bettie appears on the ice.

“That was amazing,” Annabel says happily.

Bettie smiles. “Thank you. I thought you might like to see a real penguin.”

“It was so cute to see you like that.” Annabel grins, and Bettie skates to her and takes her hands and leans in for a kiss.

Annabel meets Bettie half way and they share a chilly kiss on the ice.

“I think you’ve practiced enough for today. Want to go get coffee before you have to work?” Bettie asks.

“Like a date?” Annabel raises an eyebrow.

“Yeah, it’d be a date.” Bettie nods.

“Then I’d love to.” Annabel still can’t believe Bettie wants her, wants to go on dates with her. She had thought Bettie was too cool for her, but they go and change out of their skates and head into town together.

They both decide on hot chocolate with mini marshmallows and whipped cream. They’re talking and getting to know each other better, likes and dislikes, when Kris, a woman from the knitting circle, stops by their table with her two toddlers holding her hands.

“You two have been spending a lot of time together,” Kris says with a raised eyebrow.

Bettie looks at Annabel, questions in her eyes, and Annabel reaches across the table and takes Bettie’s hand, glad when Bettie laces her fingers through Annabel’s.

“Yeah, we have.” Annabel nods.

“Oh really, how long?” Kris asks, but one of her kids starts crying, and she excuses herself and hurries off with her kids.

“So the knitting group will know we’re dating now.” Bettie doesn’t sound unhappy about it.

Annabel smiles. “Yep, gives them something to gossip about.”

“I’m sure they won’t give us too much hassle.” Bettie shrugs.

“So I kind of have a question, but I’m not sure if it’s too soon.” Annabel bites her lip.

“You look nervous.” Bettie raises her eyebrows and squeezes Annabel’s hand, and it encourages Annabel to speak. She’s sure she won’t ruin things by doing this—Bettie trusts her, likes her, showed Annabel her penguin form.

“I haven’t got a date to the wedding, and as a bridesmaid, I’m invited to the whole day and have a plus one. And, well, I’d like it a lot if you’d come with me, as my date.” Annabel tries not to hold her breath as she waits for an answer.

“Is it okay to kiss you in public yet?” Bettie asks.

“Is that a yes?” Annabel can feel excitement building in her stomach.

“A hell yes and a can I kiss you?

Annabel leans across the space between them and kisses Bettie full on the lips, and she can hear a few tables go quiet, but she doesn’t care because Bettie is kissing her back.

* * * *

The day of the wedding comes too soon, and Annabel is so nervous, but as she steps onto the ice in her skates and dress, she seeks out Bettie in the seats on the bride’s side and meets her gaze. Bettie is watching her and gives her a subtle thumbs up.

Annabel does the routine with the other bridesmaids and groomsmen, and then they’re in line and waiting for the bride and groom. The groom does his routine first and then the bride. Annabel’s oldest friend joins them on the ice. Annabel is half-terrified about the whole ceremony being on the ice, and her leg is aching a little because of the cold. She usually wears a lot more layers to practice, but she keeps glancing to where Bettie is sat, looking so proud and beautiful in her own outfit that it helps Annabel make it through.

Eventually her friends are married. More carpet is put down and a big gazebo is erected for the reception. Annabel changes into shoes and takes a seat as soon as she can, partly to rest her leg but also so she doesn’t have to worry about falling over. Bettie is in the seat beside her and she pulls a package wrapped in blue tissue paper and a white and silver ribbon out of her bag.

“I got you a gift—well, made you a gift,” Bettie says, her smile a little shy.

“Me? Why?” Annabel says, shocked but leaning in to kiss Bettie’s cheek in thanks.

“Because I’m proud of you. I know you were terrified today, but you did it for your friend, and that is amazing to me. You’re the bravest person I know,” Bettie says softly.

Annabel blushes. “You think that? You think I’m brave?”

“The bravest. Bravery is not the absence of fear: it’s doing things even though you’re afraid,” Bettie says firmly.

“Can I open it now?” Annabel asks.

“Yes. I hope you like it. It’s silly.” Bettie blushes again.

Annabel opens the package and finds a little knitted penguin with little knitted skates instead of yellow feet. Annabel thinks her smile is going to split her face open.

“Do you like it?” Bettie asks.

“I love it! I get to have a little you with me all the time.” Annabel hugs the little penguin

Bettie hugs her and kisses Annabel’s neck lightly. “That’s what I wanted. You mentioned missing me, so this was my way of helping,” Bettie says, holding her hand.

Annabel leans against Bettie’s side, and they chat and eat and enjoy the wedding, and eventually there is music and Bettie asks her if she’d like to dance. Annabel’s leg is feeling strong enough, so she agrees.

They slow dance and Annabel almost forgets they’re on the ice, but she’s still grateful to say goodnight to everyone and get in Bettie’s car and blast the heat.

“Um…I was wondering if you’d like to stay the night at mine?” Bettie asks. Neither of them has spent the night at each other’s home yet.

“Yes, just take me to mine first, so I can grab a toothbrush and some stuff?” Annabel asks. She knows some people would still think they’re rushing things, but Annabel thinks they have waited long enough for this. They’ve both made it clear that they’re serious about each other.

Bettie drives to Annabel’s house, and Annabel jumps out of the car and quickly packs an overnight bag. She catches sight of herself in the hallway mirror as she rushes to get back to Bettie, and she can see the excitement in her own eyes. Soon she is back in the car and they’re making the short trip to Bettie’s home.

“Would you like a hot drink? The lake was beautiful but kind of cold.” Bettie shudders as she opens her front door.

“Still think you should like the cold more, but yes please, something hot would be lovely. Do you have hot chocolate or decaf tea? I don’t think I need caffeine added to the mix of today’s emotions,” Annabel says honestly as they walk down the hallway to Bettie’s familiar kitchen.

“Ooh, I could spike the hot chocolate with Bailey’s.” Bettie suggests.

“You’re a goddess. Yes please, that is what I need right now: chocolate and booze.” Annabel sighs happily.

Bettie smiles and blows her a kiss, bumping Annabel in the direction of a seat, and Annabel is grateful to take a seat. The cold of the day has done her body no good at all. She puts her bag down and sits on the kitchen stool while Bettie makes two mugs of hot chocolate to which she adds a generous splash of the liquor.

“Living room? I can start the fire,” Bettie says, handing Annabel a warm mug with a cartoon penguin on it.

“You have the best ideas.” Annabel nods

They go to the living room, and Annabel gets comfy in the couch with her hot chocolate while Bettie starts the fire. Once Bettie has the fire going, she picks up a blanket from the back of an arm chair and comes over. “This okay?”

Annabel agrees as Bettie sits down on the couch next to her, tucking her legs up and covering them both with the woolly blanket.

“This is really nice,” Bettie says softly.

Annabel can’t help a yawn. “Ignore that. This is nice, just a long day.”

Bettie reaches out and gently unravels Annabel’s hair, and it’s a relief to have it loose. “We could nap if you like?”

Annabel can’t help thinking of her options. “I am tired, but I want to spend more time with you—awake time.”

“You have tomorrow off work, right?” Bettie asks.

“Yes.” Annabel nods.

Bettie grins. “Thought so. We could nap now and then spend tomorrow doing awake stuff.”

“I like the way you think.” Annabel kisses Bettie softly on the lips and can taste chocolate and Irish cream liquor.

They cuddle up under the blanket, their mugs on the coffee table, and talk at first, mostly about the day. Bettie is very proud of her for doing so well and calls her brave. They trade lazy kisses, and Bettie let’s her hog the couch so her leg doesn’t get sore, and Annabel rests her head on Bettie’s chest, listening to her soothing heartbeat as she feels sleep pull at her. Her last thoughts are of what morning might bring.

* * * *

Morning brings breakfast in the kitchen and Bettie offering clothes, as Annabel only brought pyjamas, expecting to go straight home in the morning, but never actually wore them.

“I should shower first,” Annabel says as she finishes her orange juice.

“You can shower here, right? I mean, otherwise you have to go home to shower and come back if you want to spend the day.” Bettie offers.

“You wouldn’t mind? I’d like to spend the day with you.” Annabel doesn’t want to mess up her relationship with Bettie. She’s really loving spending time with her.

“Would I mind having a gorgeous woman naked and wet in my bathroom? Not at all.” Bettie winks.

Annabel blushes. “You think I’m gorgeous naked?”

“You are clothed, so why not naked.” Bettie shrugs like it’s a given.

“I have stretch marks and scars and freckles,” Annabel says, feeling a little insecure.

“If anyone told you those things stop your body from being beautiful, they’re wrong, and I’d happily prove it to you.” Bettie raises her eyebrows, but she looks so much like she means it, and Annabel feels warmth under her skin. She loves this woman. She wants to show Bettie everything.

“Why don’t you come shower with me and show me what you think,” Annabel says, feeling bold.

“Never gonna say no to an offer like that from you.” Bettie leans in and kisses Annabel’s cheek.

Annabel takes a breath. “Let’s go now while my level of horniness is outweighing my nerves.”

“We don’t have to do anything,” Bettie assures her, mistaking the nerves for something they’re not.

Annabel kisses Bettie deeply. “I want you—never been more sure if that—just body image issues, but I trust you not to hurt me in any way.”

Bettie takes her hand and kisses her palm. “Let’s go then. I’m not always a hundred percent confident with my body, but the way you look at me makes me feel like the most desirable women in the world.”

They kiss again, and then Bettie leads her by the hand to the bathroom. They start undressing, and Bettie turns the water on to get warm. She strips quite quickly, and her muscular body is beautiful, long and strong, and she helps Annabel out of last night’s dress. Bettie asks permission and then kisses every mark she exposes. Every bit of skin Annabel thinks of as imperfect Bettie seems to adore. Bettie leaves her shaking before they even step under the shower spray.

Annabel kisses Bettie under the warm spray and they have to move a little so that they’re both being hit by the water but can kiss without getting a mouthful of water. They move together kissing, and the warm water relaxes every stiff muscle Annabel has, but Bettie’s hands are the real magic, bringing pleasure wherever they glide.

“Is this okay?” Bettie says against Annabel’s neck as her fingers slide over Annabel’s hip with intent.

“Yes, please, please touch me,” Annabel begs. Her body is shaking and feels like a wire pulled taught from all the teasing touches. She needs something more—more stimulation, a release.

Bettie listens to her pleas and moves her hand lower, fingers gently finding Annabel’s clit and massaging the small sensitive bud of flesh.

“Can I touch you?” Annabel gasps out on a shaky breath, her legs feeling weak with pleasure.

“Anywhere you want, baby. My body is yours, all yours,” Bettie says before claiming Annabel’s mouth in a heated kiss.

The next few minutes blur into each other, hot kisses, heated lips, slick warmth, welcoming flesh, and Annabel is soon clutching Bettie as her first orgasm hits, but Bettie’s clever fingers don’t stop moving, and they draw a second orgasm out of Annabel before she gets her breath, drops to her knees in the shower, and returns the favour.

Afterwards, Annabel has to sit on a stool as Bettie helps her dry her longer hair. Her leg has been through a lot these last few weeks: all the skating, training, the wedding, and now the shower. She is feeling the ache, but the rest of her body is singing, so she doesn’t mind.

They get mostly dry and then dress in pyjamas and go back to Bettie’s living room and decide to watch movies on the couch, fire on and snacks to eat. Annabel lies back against Bettie’s chest, looking up into her eyes, and she smiles, feeling warm and satisfied, a feeling she’s getting used to around Bettie that before she’d felt from friends and work. This is somehow the same but different, and Annabel thinks all kinds of love are important, but she’s glad she has found this kind of love.

“What are you thinking?” Bettie asks kissing, Annabel’s forehead, which makes Annabel feel like her insides are melting.

“That penguins are my favorite animal.” Annabel teases because she’s not quite ready to declare her love yet. She doesn’t want to scare Bettie off, even though she is sure Bettie cares for her as a lover and a friend.

“Damn right,” Bettie says happily

The wedding has done her a favour, and Annabel might never not fear the ice, but she’ll go skating with her penguin sometimes, just because it brought them together.

 

THE END
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