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><><Amber><><

Frightened panting filled the room. Amber shot up from her pillow and stared at the darkness around her. She gathered her blanket into her arms like a teddy bear and held it tight while she counted her breaths in and out. Little by little her heart ceased its racing and her lungs quieted their demands for more air. 

She shook her head, setting the short brown curls of her hair bouncing. “It was only a dream. It was only a dream,” she whispered in a less-than-comforting tone. Yet no matter how many coping skills she used, the image of her stalker, Ryan, standing above her bed with glowing red eyes and a gleaming knife refused to leave her mind’s eye. 

A full-body shiver wracked her thin frame and Amber reached for her phone. 4:33AM. Her sister, Jade, was unlikely to be awake, but that didn’t stop Amber from sending her a text before wrapping herself back up in the covers and practicing more of the breathing techniques her new therapist had taught her. 

Amber: I had the nightmare again. None of the ‘tricks’ are working. I hate everything.

When the sun had finally banished the darkness, Amber’s eyes opened again. She released her death-grip on her pillow and yawned as she ran her fingers through her hair. Her eyes felt like grainy, overripe pears which provided little more than blurry outlines of her surroundings. 

Muscle memory located the square-rimmed glasses and cell phone on the nightstand, both of which she brought up to her face. The indicator light on the phone was flashing and Amber unlocked the screen, expecting to see a reply from Jade. Instead, she scowled at “NOT A BAT MAN” scrawled across the screen. When she had entered the contact info of her now ex-? fake-? non-? boyfriend Reuben into her phone, the joke had been hilarious to her. But now she felt sick every time she saw it.


Reuben: Gem, can we please talk? It has been three weeks now. I’m starting to give up hope.



As tempted as she was to finally tell him to stop texting her every other day, some part of her didn’t want him to stop. Her traitor of a heart begged for her to reply. To tell him that she wasn’t afraid anymore and that she wanted to feel his cool breath on her lips. To give in to the nickname he had given her and let all the emotions come flooding back.

Instead, she left him on read. Amber tossed the phone to the other side of the bed and groaned. Life had been so much simpler when all she had to worry about was writing a second romance novel as successful as her first, avoiding unfulfilled housewives, and deciding how fast she could dispose of weekly pallets of unwanted fan mail without looking suspicious to her neighbors!

And speaking of fan mail, it was time to put her Henry Allan Spencer pants on and attempt to get some writing done. Amber glanced at the bathroom and considered a shower, but instead shrugged and pulled on the sweatpants that she’d accidentally stolen from Reuben. What was the point of showering and getting dressed when she wasn’t going anywhere, anyway? 

Minutes later, Amber sat at her cluttered desk with a steaming cup of cocoa to her right and Finding the Blood Moon open in front of her. The page counter at the bottom reminded her that she’d still only managed about twenty pages in as many days, which only served to sour her mood even further. 

“It’s definitely time to quit and become a monk in some temple somewhere in the Buttcrack of Nowhere Mountains,” she grumbled to herself as the cursor flashed mockingly. “Now, page, I would appreciate it if words would magically appear on you. Just...dig into the depths of my brain and pull them out, yeah?”

The page did not obey. 

However, a knock at the door saved Amber from the stalemate with the computer and sent her scampering across the room to peek through the peephole. Who could possibly be bothering her this early on a Wednesday morning? 

A face not so different from her own seemed to stare right back at her. Amber relaxed slightly and unlocked the three different locks which held her door shut. “Hey, Jade,” she said as she pulled the door open just enough for her older sister to get through. 

“Hey Amby.” Jade glanced around the apartment, her nose wrinkled and her lips curved downward. “Okay, this is worse than I feared. You haven’t washed a single dish or done a load of laundry since I was last here, have you? And I bet you haven’t showered, either.” 

Amber narrowed her eyebrows in annoyance and replied, “I showered on Sunday, thank you very much! And it’s not like there are that many dishes to wash. Or clothes!”

“Because you haven’t been eating, and you’ve been wearing the same pair of oversized sweatpants and a bra for the last ten days,” Jade retorted, her voice tinged with concern. When Amber said nothing to disprove the theory, Jade sighed. “Alright, this has gone far enough. You march your stanky self into the shower and I’ll start on the dishes. Then we’re going out. And you aren’t skipping your therapy appointment this week.” 

Annoyance clung to Amber’s bones, but she headed toward the bathroom without too much protest. She knew Jade was right; her life had become a hot mess since she’d begged her older sister to come rescue her from a lava-eyed Reuben in the middle of the night. It still bothered her that she had no idea how they’d gone from properly making out on the couch, to the vampire snapping at her throat like he was starving back to death. It had been one of the most terrifying moments of her life, second only to the feeling of Ryan’s knife slipping between her ribs.

The hot water ran down her body and pooled beneath her feet, dragging with it not only the grime of living, but many of her negative emotions as well. By the time she stepped out smelling of lilac, Amber wondered why she had been avoiding the shower for so long.

She pulled on a fresh pair of clothes, simple jean shorts and a black graphic tee, and grabbed a random pair of socks from the drawer on her way back out to the living room. Jade had not only washed the pile of dirty dishes in the sink, but located all the stray laundry and vacuumed the floor while Amber got clean. 

Jade looked up from closing the closet and gave her sister a warm smile. “There, don’t you feel better? How about I do your hair for you?” 

Amber shrugged and allowed her sister to take her back into the bathroom, where Jade located the hairbrush and blow dryer in a mess of dirty towels. 

“We’ve all been worried about you,” Jade said as she gently pulled the brush through Amber’s short hair. “Mom and Dad said you’ve been dodging their calls all week, and I had to convince them not to send the police over here to knock on your door and make sure you were still alive.” 

Amber folded her arms and tucked her chin into her chest. “I’m perfectly fine, Jade. This is just a bit of a rough patch brought on by the nightmares about You Know Who.” 

Anger flashed through Jade’s eyes and she pulled a little too hard on the brush, making Amber flinch. “Which one? Because if I ever see either of them, I’ll kick them so hard in the nuts they’ll wish they were dead. Or dead again, depending.” 

“Ouch! The first one, I guess? Kind of? Mostly.” Amber leaned against the bathroom counter and closed her eyes. She pulled in a couple of deep breaths as Jade finished with the brush and turned on the blow dryer. The sound, though a bit overstimulating, at least gave her a welcome reprieve from the unwanted conversation. 

When she was finished, Jade looked at her little sister in the mirror and wrapped her strong arms around Amber’s shoulders. “There we go. Beautiful. Handsome, even.” She grinned and gave Amber a squeeze before letting her go. “Why don’t we stop by Sock ‘Em on the way to your appointment? That always seems to cheer you up. I’m sure they’ve got plenty of new stock since we were last there.” 

Amber shrugged and slid her feet into her pre-tied shoes, grabbed her keys, and dropped her glasses into place. The two women exited the apartment and as soon as the door was locked, Jade grabbed Amber’s hand and dragged her to the elevator. Amber dug in her heels and tried to slow them down. “Why are you in such a rush?” 

“I’m going to make you smile for real by the end of the day if it’s the last thing I do,” Jade teased. “I’m thinking Sock ‘Em, then your appointment, then we’ll go to Choco Rockies and see what bulk chocolates they have. Maybe we can even take the tour again, if you want?” 

The local chocolate factory was one of Amber’s favorite places in town. Usually the idea of taking the tour made her practically giddy. Despite feeling little more than a pit where her stomach belonged, she nodded. “Sure, sounds like a plan to me.” 

It was a short drive from Amber’s apartment to the sock store. The sisters spilled out of Jade’s van and wandered into the colorful shop. Jade held tight to Amber’s hand as they started with the shelf next to the door and worked their way around the displays. 

Amber did her best to smile and appear excited. She knew that Jade was doing everything in her power to cheer her up. And she really did appreciate it! But even after picking out six new pairs of ridiculous socks, all she could think about was showing off her pancake pair to Reuben when they had visited the aquarium. 

Her heart fluttered a little at the memory. 
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><><Mr. DeVito><><

Mr. DeVito placed the phone face-down on his nightstand. He pulled his knees to his chest, wrapped his arms around them, and buried his face in his elbows. The temptation to call Amber nearly overpowered him. Yet he clenched his fists and pinched his eyes shut until he was able to regain control. 

A text every other morning was probably already too much. 

The phone buzzed and he nearly threw himself across the bed to grab it, just in case. However, any wind left his sails when he was greeted by a photo of his manager, not his...what even was Amber at this point? His mind rebelled at calling her his ex. 

“What happened?” He steeled himself for another kick to the gut. It had to be big news for his boss to be calling him this early in the morning. 

“Haven’t you seen the results of the last poll? I would have thought you’d be calling me the minute they came out, despite the early hour! Your approval rating is up thirty-five percent, and you’re in the lead at 53% of the projected vote! That little kiss in The Tribune and all of the other articles that followed seems to have had a major impact. The plan is working! Tell your girlfriend congratulations for me, and we’ll discuss our next steps in the morning meeting.” 

A million thoughts rushed through his mind, but the joy which the news should have brought was swept away by the storm. It left only a cold emptiness, devoid of all life.  “Oh, that’s good. I’ll see you in the meeting.” He hung up the phone without giving Stella a chance to respond. 

He groaned and fell back on the bed, wishing he could smother himself with his pillow. He’d managed to keep the truth of his relationship status quiet thus far. His numbers were climbing and Stella was thrilled. She hadn’t even asked how they were doing in a fortnight. 

But now she wanted to make more plans? A shiver of anxiety ran down his back and the vampire wondered if he could get away with calling in sick. Because vampires totally get sick sometimes, right? Even though he hadn’t been ill a single day in the last three decades?

A rumble of frustration echoed in his ribcage, but he pulled himself out of bed and got ready for work. “Oh, it’s photo day,” he mumbled and pulled out one of his nicer suits. He glanced in the mirror and, for a moment, wondered what Amber would think. 

“You have got to stop thinking about her, you idiot. Just let Mr. DeVito take over and forget about Benji. Heck, forget about Reuben. Just be glad she didn’t go screaming to the media after you went nutso and scared her half to death.” 

He still didn’t know exactly what happened that night. Had he tried to hurt her? The text receipts showed she was still reading his messages, so whatever he had done, at least it wasn’t enough to get himself blocked. 

It wasn’t much of a comfort, but it was something to cling to. 

His mood hadn’t improved by the time he pulled up to the office. Yet he pasted his well-practiced smile on his face and stepped into the hum of the Help to Obtain Monster Equality office. The werewolf Luna waved, and her witch best friend Erin bobbed her head once in greeting from their usual place by the coffee machine. Interns flitted from office to office. The televisions on nearly every wall played various news stations at a low volume. 

The familiarity of it all helped cement his mask and kept his spine straight. He waved back to the ladies from accounting as he passed on his way to the cafeteria. Some breakfast before going to Stella’s office sounded like a good idea. At least he was getting the worst task over with at the beginning of the day, rather than allowing nerves to gnaw at his stomach for hours. And it would definitely be more bearable if he wasn’t thirsty during the ordeal.

The other two vampires working today, Jackson and Zander, were already at the blood machine, sipping at steaming cups. They were deep in conversation with Kyle Zeborski, recently-appointed head of the advertising department, as Mr. DeVito walked up to join them. 

He attempted pleasantries as he filled his octopus-themed thermos and took a sip before carefully screwing the lid back on. “Hey, all. Kyle, how is your new office treating you? Settling in alright?”

“Uh, yeah. The job is a ton of work, but the space is nice.” Kyle took a step back from the trio of vampires and gestured toward the lobby. “Speaking of my office, I better get back to it. Advertising is insane with an event as big as the gala coming up so fast.” 

Mr. DeVito nodded and also departed, knowing he couldn’t be late this morning. Perhaps after the meeting with Stella would be a better time to eat, he thought as his stomach rumbled uncomfortably at the mouthful of blood he’d swallowed. Curse my sensitive stomach. He placed the thermos in his locker and sighed, attempting to calm himself before going to see the boss.

As Mr. DeVito tapped on the door and peeked through the window, Stella looked up from her computer screen. He heard a muffled, “Come in!” and opened the door. Back straight. Eye contact. Smile. 

“Good to see you this morning, Reuben! Come, have a seat.” Stella’s violet eyes sparkled as she gestured toward the chair and tucked her hair behind her pointed elven ear. She seemed particularly cheerful this morning, which put him on edge. Yet he still entered the office and sat in the usual chair with his hands folded neatly in his lap. “So! We’ve finally passed fifty percent on the polls. I must say, I was starting to worry with only three months left until the election. But somehow, you’ve pulled it off.” 

He nodded, carefully ensuring his smile looked as genuine as he could get it. Fooling Stella was nigh impossible and he knew it. But still, he made the attempt. “Yes, it’s wonderful news! Now we just have to keep it up.” 

“Indeed.” Stella’s violet eyes focused intently on his face, suspicion beginning to cloud her expression. “Have you begun making plans for the gala? Obviously it’s the single most important event between now and voting day. As such, I’m requiring that you bring your girlfriend in for some PR instruction before you attend.” 

A sudden wave of nausea washed over Mr. DeVito, giving his already pale skin a grey tinge. In the mess that had been the last few weeks, he’d managed to forget the gala entirely. His 

excuses of needing private time to cultivate his relationship would do nothing to explain him showing up to the event alone.

“Reuben, are you alright? You seem a bit distracted this morning.” 

The truth was lingering on the tip of his tongue and the ridges of his teeth, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words. Instead, he took a breath and made himself a promise: either he would get Amber back before the gala, or he would find another woman willing to attend with him.

Having a plan steadied his nerves and he was able to swallow back the sour feeling in the back of his throat. “I’m fine, just a little nervous about the election. But yes, I was planning to visit my usual suit shop either next week or the week after to get fitted. And I’ll also ensure she has a matching outfit so everyone knows we’re together. As for bringing her to the office, perhaps it would be best to wait until right before the event? PR can be a lot to remember if you aren’t worrying about it on a daily basis.” 

Stella squinted as she considered his logic. Finally she nodded and tapped her pen on the surface of her desk. “True. I suppose we can put it off for another couple of weeks. But not much longer than that! I know you have been anxious about introducing her to everyone, but it’s been three months now. If she can handle you this long, she can handle HOME.” 

The hint of teasing in his manager’s tone did nothing to calm the newest wave of sickness that stuck right at the back of his tongue. He hunched over slightly with his hand cradling his stomach and his eyes scrunched closed. 

“Reuben?”

He didn’t dare open his mouth to reply. His stomach kicked violently and he hurried out of the room toward the restrooms. No sooner did the stall door close than he was violently ill, red filling the bowl and speckling the seat. 

When the heaving stopped, he pressed one palm to the wall and leaned heavily against it, taking deep breaths to calm his trembling body. “Never been so nervous that happened before...” he whispered, spitting the foul taste of blood and bile before straightening. 

He cleaned up as best he could and looked at himself in the mirror. His skin still had a grey tinge and the whites of his eyes were red as if he hadn’t slept in days. Perhaps today wasn’t the best day to take new photographs for his campaign website.

Evan, the werewolf head of the PR department and one of Reuben’s closest coworkers, entered the restroom with a concerned look in his hazel eyes. His muscular shoulders filled the doorway and his curly black hair brushed the top of the frame. “Reuben? You alright? Stella told me you bolted out of her office like you had hellhounds on your heels or something.” 

“Just a little gastro issue.” He attempted a smile while fishing around in his pocket for a breath mint. 

“Ah, that’s unfortunate. You do look a bit green around the gills. Maybe we should put off the photos and you should take the day off? It’s not like you’ve taken more than a handful of personal days the entire decade you’ve worked here! I can handle telling Stella.” Evan shot him a comforting smile and glanced at the door. “I really should know this, but do you vampire types often have gastro issues?”

Mr. DeVito shook his head. “Not unless we eat something we shouldn’t. Or when the nerves get the better of us, apparently.” 

“Ah,” Evan replied. “The stress of the election getting to you? Even more reason to take a day off. Go spend some time winding down with that girlfriend of yours. She’s gorgeous, by the way. You really struck gold at the dating event.” 

“Yeah, she’s pretty great.” Another wave of nausea began at the bottom of Mr. DeVito’s stomach, but he swallowed and took a calming breath. “You know, I do think the stress is getting to me. A day off sounds great.” 

Evan held the door open and followed him out into the hallway. “You get some rest. I’ll reschedule the photographer and have your afternoon responsibilities handled. Did you have anything else important that can’t wait a day?” 

“No, just paperwork and photos today. Thankfully it’s the lightest workload of the week.” He shook Evan’s hand and stopped at the restroom again, the vomiting even more painful this time. For a moment he considered gathering his paperwork from the office before exiting the building, but thought better of it. He drove home abnormally fast, doing his best to breathe through the nausea which only seemed to be building. 
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><><Amber><><

Jade was right, as usual. In the days following her therapy appointment, Amber was feeling much brighter. The nightmare hadn’t returned for three nights. But also...Reuben hadn’t texted her. She flicked open their text conversation, half expecting to see a message she’d simply overlooked. 

But Wednesday had been the last contact. Perhaps he’d finally given up? The thought was simultaneously relieving and depressing. 

The doorbell rang and Amber hauled herself up from the couch. The smiling face of her older sister waited on the other side of the door. Jade pushed her way into the apartment, dressed in a black dress and heels. “I am so excited that you agreed to this, Amby. I’d always hoped that someday you’d give Taylor a chance. He’s strong, and handsome, and very human. And I’m positive he’s had a crush on you from the moment he met you at my wedding.” 

Amber looked down at her own dress, a rose gown that slid down her body like a peaceful stream and lightly brushed the floor as she walked. “I’m only doing it because I don’t want to have to tell my therapist I chickened out.” 

“If getting you on dates means using your people-pleasing tendencies against you, then I will continue to do so,” Jade teased. “I told you I’d find you a cute husband, and I mean it. Taylor has been Jeremy’s best friend for ages and like I said, I always thought you two would be a great couple. His girlfriend just broke up with him a couple of months ago, so he’s finally available!”

“Yay,” Amber replied sarcastically. “Let’s just get this over with...” 

Jade began to laugh and tucked Amber’s arm beneath her own. “Oh, come on. Have a better attitude than that! If nothing else, you’re going to a very nice dinner that you don’t have to pay for. The least you can do is smile about that?” 

Okay, Jade had her there. Amber rolled her eyes but smiled, shaking her head as the pair exited the apartment and headed for Jade’s SUV. Yes, she had mostly agreed to this date to get Jade and her therapist off her back, but also because Taylor was anything but a stranger. Amber had just turned eighteen when they met at Jade and Jeremy’s wedding. And now that she thought of it, he did seem to have a smile reserved just for her ever since. He was a safe person to give a chance, unlike both of her exes. 

“You two took forever up there,” Jeremy whined from the driver’s seat as the girls slid inside. “I half thought Wifey would have to carry you down the stairs, Ams!” The werewolf extended his hand to ruffle Amber’s hair fondly like he always did, but stopped himself short. “Oh, I better not mess up the ‘do.” 

Amber giggled as she buckled her seatbelt. Despite her nerves, her brother in law had an aura which had always put her at ease. “Much appreciated, Jeremy. I don’t need to arrive at the restaurant looking like there’s a nest on my head.” 

“Eh, I’m sure Taylor wouldn’t care. He’s just thrilled you said yes at all.” Jeremy grinned and threw the car into drive, knocking the residents of the vehicle back against their seats.

It was a fifteen minute drive to the restaurant, which Amber spent staring out the window and trying not to think about Reuben. Would he be upset that she was going on a date with another man? Did she want him to be upset about it? 

Why did he still live rent-free in her head?

They finally pulled up to the restaurant and Jeremy jumped out of the car to open the door for both women. “Ladies, we have arrived.” He grinned with a bow, and gestured up the sidewalk toward the hibachi steakhouse. Jade placed her hands in Jeremy and Amber’s, giving them both a squeeze before pulling them inside.

At the door, they were met by a beast of a man. His arms bulged beneath his white button-down shirt and his shoulders were broad and just as muscular. “Ah, there you are,” he said, his voice deceptively soft for such a large frame. His crystal blue eyes flickered from Jeremy to Jade before settling on Amber. He extended his almond-skinned hand and flashed a brilliant smile. “Hi, Amber! I’m so, so glad to see you.” 

“Nice to see you too, Taylor.” Amber’s voice was small as she gingerly accepted the handshake and followed him deeper into the restaurant with her sister close behind. 

The two couples were seated at the farthest hibachi table, tucked behind the bar. Taylor pulled out Amber’s chair then pushed it back in for her, ensured she had utensils and a menu, then settled himself next to her. 

Amber felt a little silly being fussed over, but did her best to keep a smile on her face. The menu became her safe space, a shield she could place between herself and her date without any social repercussions. 

“I think I’m going to get the steak and salmon,” Jade announced, her hand running casually up and down Jeremy’s hairy arm. “What about you, Amby?” 

“Uh...me too.” Amber tried to ignore her nerves as she caught Taylor staring at her over the top of his menu. Though the color of his irises was far different than Reuben’s, a shiver of familiarity ran down her spine. Being looked at like that by a man other than the vampire filled her with guilt. 

The arrival of the hibachi chef was a relief. Amber focused all of her intention on his antics, feeling some of her anxiety burn away with the flames on the grill. She watched the onion volcano with wide-eyed wonder and laughed as he effortlessly tossed and caught a raw egg without cracking the shell. 

It was so easy to forget everything around her as long as the performance continued. Her eyes followed his sharp knife and skilled spatula as they danced over the hot surface. She didn’t even notice that her date smiled as he watched her joy, or the looks he shot Jeremy. 

She continued to not say a word as she enjoyed her food, savoring the grilled, garlicky bites with gusto. By the time she realized she was getting overly full, there was only one bite left on the plate. With a shrug, she stabbed the final piece of zucchini and stored it with the rest of her meal in her stomach. 

“I like a girl that can eat!” Taylor’s exclamation finally reminded Amber that he existed. She looked at her empty plate and shrank into her chair. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you, Amber. I’m just a little nervous.” 

She raised one eyebrow, not sensing the smallest sign of nerves in the mountain of a man next to her. His strong jaw seemed relaxed and his giant paws of hands only ran casually through his dark-chocolate hair. 

“Oh, don’t worry. Amby is just like that. You’ll get used to it.” Jade giggled and pushed away her plate, half her dinner still resting on the porcelain. “I’m stuffed. Looks like I have lunch for tomorrow, too!” 

Jeremy waved at the waitress, while Taylor smiled and wrapped an arm around Amber’s shoulders. “Want dessert, cutie? Tonight you can have anything you want. I’m thinking matcha crepe cake!” 

Every muscle in Amber’s body stiffened and she fought the urge to toss Taylor’s arm away. Yes, she’d known him for many, many years. But such casual physical contact was still a little too much. “N-no thank you. I’m stuffed already.” She shifted to the side of her chair farthest away from her date, who seemed to recognize he’d crossed a boundary and withdrew his arm. 

“Aw, that’s too bad. Maybe next time.” He beamed at her and turned his attention to the waitress. Amber as casually as possible scooted her chair away from him, closer to Jade, who glanced over at her sister and frowned slightly. Was she able to tell how uncomfortable she was? 

Though she wasn’t sure why she was so uncomfortable. Taylor had been as polite and kind as a girl could ask for. Yet she felt absolutely nothing new when she looked at him as a date rather than a friend of the family. And when he touched her? It was nothing like when Reuben held her hand.

Not that Reuben mattered. He had obviously given up on her. And Taylor did seem interested in her for real. No strings attached. 

Desserts and paid checks later, the two couples exited the restaurant into the cool evening air. Jeremy walked behind Jade with his arms draped over her shoulders, their feet in perfect step and his chin resting on her head. 

Taylor remained a respectful one step to Amber’s left, a grin on his face as he animatedly chatted at her. “I think my favorite Zelda game is Majora’s Mask. It’s just so nostalgic, you know? I can’t even guess how many times I’ve played it at this point. The original is way better than the remaster, too. I feel like they took all the charm out of it by fixing the bugs and updating the graphics.” 

“Mhmm,” Amber agreed, doing her best to appear engaged in the conversation. Even though it didn’t appear that Taylor minded if she was actually engaged or not. “Yup, old games are definitely the best.” 

The smile on Taylor’s face grew even wider. “See, you get it!” He held his hand up for a high-five and turned his attention to Jeremy. “Hey Jay, are we still on for some one-on-one after you get these ladies home? I’ve been itching to get on the court!” 

“For sure, man. I’ll meet you there.” 

Taylor stopped at the minivan and opened the door for Amber. Once he ensured she didn’t stumble entering the car and had her seatbelt securely fashioned, he leaned on one knee in the doorway to bring his face level with hers. “I had a really good time tonight. Would you be interested in going to the arcade with me tomorrow? Or maybe down to the bookshop on Center? We can buy two copies of whatever book you want and read them together!” 

Jade turned around in her seat, staring Amber down with excitement burning in her eyes. Say yes! SAY YES!! those eyes seemed to scream. Amber grimaced, feeling a little stressed by the pressure. She didn’t really feel any chemistry with Taylor, but maybe it would just take time? It hadn’t been love at first sight with Reuben, either. Besides, now that she’d had a taste of someone special in her life, she felt hollow. 

“Sure,” she replied after a long pause. Taylor jumped back from the car and threw his fist into the air with a joyful shout. Jade and Jeremy began to laugh as he jumped around, sharing a look of victory over the center console. 

Once Taylor calmed down a little from his excitement, he returned to the car and gently headbutted the doorframe. “Sweet! This is so great! Think about what you’d like to do and text me when you decide, okay? Oh! Did you ever get my number?” 

She shook her head, and he waited for Amber to pull out her phone. He gave the number to her slowly, watching her enter it to make sure she had it right. His entire body vibrated with excitement even as he gave her a wink and gently shut the door. 
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><><Taylor><><

“I can’t wait to see her again!” Taylor jumped and slammed the basketball through the hoop, the adrenaline coursing through his veins giving him extra hops. “You were totally right, Jeremy. Amber is absolutely perfect! I can’t believe I waited this long to actually ask her out.” 

Jeremy caught the ball and chuckled at his oldest friend. “I mean, she’s got her issues, but I really do think the two of you will get along great. I’m glad you like her. Just don’t make her only a rebound, yeah? Nobody will be happy if you break her heart. Y’all would still have to see each other at family functions.” 

“You know me better than that, Jay. I would never!” Taylor flung his long arm out at just the right moment and intercepted Jeremy’s attempt at a layup, using his four extra inches of height to his advantage. “I mean, I don’t want to get ahead of myself. But I could really see myself falling for her now that I’m giving it a chance.” 

Taylor took a shot and missed wide to the left. “Nice shot,” Jeremy teased as he ran to fetch the stray ball. “You always get ahead of yourself, Taylor. But hey, I think Amber will go for a guy who knows what he wants and is honest about it. She hasn’t had a lot of that in her life.” 

A frown momentarily replaced the grin that had glued itself to Taylor’s face. Just the thought of someone treating her poorly already made him more than a little annoyed. But surely he could fix it! 

“I’m going to check if she’s texted me yet.” He hurried to the bleachers and pulled his phone out of his bag. He was pleased to find a text message from someone who wasn’t in his contacts yet. 

Amber: Hey Taylor, it’s Amber. I think the arcade would be fun. 


Taylor: Sweet! (＾▽＾) Let’s plan on that then. I could pick you up at say 5? We could get some dinner before we go to the arcade

Amber: Oh, I don’t really like giving people my address. But I can meet you wherever you want to have dinner? 

Taylor: Ok! How about Albertos across the street from the arcade? （ꏿ ω ꏿ）I love Mexican food

Amber: Sure. 



Filled again with pure joy, Taylor dropped his phone back into his bag and ran onto the court. “Dinner and the arcade, bro!” he whooped, lifting his hand for a high-five. Jeremy gladly jumped to reach and slapped their hands together with a resounding thwack. 

“I think you’ve got her, man. A second date is a good sign with this one!” 

The next afternoon, Taylor stood with his back and one foot flat to the bricks next to the doorway of Alberto’s. In one hand he held a box of chocolates wrapped in red cellophane and a velvet bow, and in the other he clutched a single rose. Anxiety fluttered in his stomach as he stared up and down the street, searching for the cute girl with the mocha eyes. 

What if she didn’t show? Nah, of course she would! That kind of thing only happened in movies. He checked his watch and, seeing that it was still five minutes too early, turned up the music in his headphones and closed his eyes contentedly. 

Off in his own little world, he began imagining scenario after scenario with Amber. Swimming in the ocean. All-night retro gaming sessions. Taking her to basketball games. Quiet nights in his apartment with a good book and a really large blanket. All the things that his ex, Valley, insisted were “too boring.” 

Which, now that he’d had some time free from her, he realized meant “not expensive enough.” 

The sound of the bus arriving at the stop interrupted his fantasy and Taylor opened his eyes. He scanned each passenger that disembarked until his shorty stepped off and spotted him. She gave him a shy wave and Taylor pushed away from the wall, arms extended for a hug. 

“Amber!” He stopped one step short of wrapping his arms around her when she didn’t seem inclined to accept his hug. Yet he showed no embarrassment; he simply extended his gifts proudly. “Here! These are for you!”

She looked so cute as she accepted the rose and chocolates, tucking each to her chest before stepping forward to give him a short hug. “Thank you, Taylor. You’re very sweet.” 

He beamed and returned the hug with gusto before opening the restaurant door and sweeping his arm inside. “After you, m’lady!” As soon as Amber was through the door, he hurried to join her and led her to a table near the counter. “What would you like? I’ll order for us!”

“Just a taco plate and a root beer sounds good to me.” Amber placed her gifts on the table and stared at the menu on the wall. “And maybe one of their little key lime pies?” 

“Anything you wish, cutie!” Taylor strolled up to the counter, feeling like a million bucks. He flashed a brilliant smile at the girl behind the counter and looked up at the menu himself. “A taco plate combo with root beer and a key lime pie for my girl, and...shredded beef burrito with cola for me. And a slice of the chocolate cake!” 

The employee nodded and accepted Taylor’s card, smirking at his grin. “New girl?” she asked as she handed back the card. He nodded. “Ah, I thought so. You’ve got that aura around you. She’s a lucky girl.” 

“And I’m a lucky guy!” Taylor entirely missed the flirtation behind the comment. He whistled cheerfully to himself as the girl turned to fill their drinks, busying his hands with putting away his card. 

When he returned, he saw that Amber had pulled out her little brown notebook and was reading through the pages, her eyebrows creased. She twirled her pen between her fingers and seemed entirely oblivious to his return. “What’s that?” he asked, pushing her drink toward her. 

“Oh, uh. It’s my planning notebook.” The words came out a little louder than necessary. “It’s where I keep all my ideas for my future stories. Not that they seem to amount to much, lately.” 

A pang of guilt for startling her crossed his chest, but quickly passed. He sipped his drink and settled back in his chair. “Ah, I see. Jeremy told me you’re a romance author! Not really my genre, but that’s alright. What do you like doing besides playing video games and writing books? I’m always open to new date ideas!”

There was a long pause before Amber shrugged. “I’m not all that interesting, honestly. I spend most of my time either at home or my favorite coffee shop working on my stories and watching TV. Planning real-life dates is...still new to me.” 

“That’s alright. I have a million ideas in my head. You can count on me to make sure you have a great time!” He gave her a fist bump and stood as his name was called. “Sit tight, little lady. I’ll return with our food momentarily.” 

As they ate, he could hardly take his eyes off her long enough to make sure his fork stabbed the burrito and not the plate. She was so different from his ex! They were already halfway through their meal and she hadn’t insulted him once or made a single demand. She ate quietly without interrupting him every other sentence, and she actually paid attention when he spoke. 

And that was before appreciating her body. 

The food disappeared before Taylor realized he’d reached the last bite. Amber’s plate was empty, too, and she looked up at him softly. “Are you ready to hit the arcade, then?” When she nodded, he gathered up their dishes and put them on the tray to drop off at the dish return. They rose at the same time, causing him to chuckle. We’re already so in sync!

He dumped their trash, placed the tray on the rack, and extended his hand. Amber stared at it for a moment before slipping her own inside. His large hand dwarfed hers as he gave it a squeeze and gently led her toward the arcade. 

Inside their final destination, the lights were dim and the air was filled with the sounds of dozens of arcade cabinets beckoning patrons to spend their quarters. Taylor pulled a twenty dollar bill from his wallet and fed it to the coin machine, which filled the little silver tray with coins. He scooped the coins into one of the plastic dishes piled on the machine and handed it to Amber. 

“Lead the way, pretty lady. You’re the boss! We’ll play anything you want.” 

She nodded and began wandering the dark room with Taylor gently clutching her free hand. His heart beat fast in his chest and he couldn’t help running his thumb over hers, marveling that such a perfect girl had been tossed into his waters. 

Over the next two hours, the couple enjoyed two player games of Super Mario Brothers, Duck Hunt, Street Fighter, and Dance Dance Revolution (which Taylor was amazing at, while Amber’s biggest accomplishment was accidentally getting two notes in a row when trying not to fall on her face.) He was content to allow her to be player one on every game, and happy to play anything that caught her interest. 

Eventually they did run out of quarters. “Shall I break another twenty, m’lady?” Taylor bowed cheekily with a flourish. He was already reaching for his wallet, perfectly happy to break as many twenties as it took to extend their time together. She giggled, but shook her head. 

“The last bus to my apartment complex leaves at 8pm, so like...fifteen minutes from now. I should probably get back over to the bus stop. Thank you for the nice evening, though.” 

His beaming face fell and he sighed deeply. “Okaaaaay. I suppose that’s fair enough. I hope you had as much fun as I did, though! Let me walk you to the bus stop.” 

A cool autumn afternoon had given way to a chilly evening. Streetlights and stop lights turned the trees into earthbound starscapes that danced just over the heads of pedestrians milling up and down the sidewalk. Taylor slipped their joined hands into the pocket of his hoodie to keep Amber’s fingers warm on the short walk.

They traveled the two blocks in a comfortable silence, feet moving in rhythm. He felt like his heart was going to burst every time he glanced down at the woman he’d known for the better part of a decade, but had never seen as more than the little sister. How had he been so oblivious? 

He ran his fingers over her knuckles again while she watched the people around them. The streetlight above the bus stop gave her a soft glow and accentuated the gold streaks in her otherwise dark hair. The city seemed particularly quiet, until the bus rumbling down the road toward them broke the spell. “Aw, there’s your ride, sweet stuff. Text me when you get home, yeah? I’m going to spend a little more time trying to beat the high score on Frogger.” 
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