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Chapter One

 


Tamara

 


“Do you have these in
green?” A customer held up a shoe, standing in front of the mirror,
and scanned the other shoe he had tried on. He repositioned his
foot, admiring the inked designs and nodded his approval, a huge
grin directed smugly toward his friend.

I stood on the tips of my toes to
reach the top shelf to grab the same shoe in a bigger size. I
opened it and angled the box so that he could see inside; he was
clearly eager to try them on.

“These are sick!” He took
the box, a grin stretching across his face. “Yo, my brother’s gonna
be jealous when he sees me wearing these!” He told his friend,
eyeing some of my older shoe designs.

I smiled at his enthusiasm and stepped
back, giving him space to sit down on the bench and try them on. I
took the other pair of shoes and placed them in the box when he
stood again to view the shoes in the mirror.

“How does it feel wearing
them?” I asked.

His brows curved; giddiness close to
spilling out of his small slender frame.

“They’re really
nice!”

I gave him space and walked to the
register, hearing the bell ring to alert me of another customer. My
gaze lifted, finding my best friend standing at the entrance. I
waved.

She waved back and pointed to my
customer, mouthing, “I’ll wait.”

I nodded and waited until my customer
was ready, checking him out as he paid and walked off
satisfied.

“Hey!” Janet slouched
against the counter, tossing her purse off to the side. “Look at
you,” she cheered. “A beautiful black woman, running her own
business.”

I rolled my eyes playfully.
“Whatever.”

“I’m serious, girl.” Janet
leaned back, giving me a second glance. “I’m proud of
you.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Uh
huh.”

There was a time I doubted I could be
anything more than a black person from the streets. My path to
adulthood hadn’t started off on a positive note, always in trouble
and unable to finish things. But eventually, I figured out the key
to my happiness was to actually pursue it.

I loved shoes and as a
teen I used markers to draw designs on them. It made sense to start
a business customizing shoes and soon the idea of
inked footsteps turned
into something real.

Janet ran the tips of her fingers
through her tightly coiled hair and shifted her body, placing her
hand over her wide hips.

“What?” she
asked.

I wasn’t falling for her oblivious
attempt at denial.

“I know your ass didn’t
drive all this way just to compliment me.”

“Fine.” She pursed her
lips, expression furtive, with a hint of concern. She wanted to
tell me something. “So, did you hear?”

I knew what she was referring to but
wasn’t going to admit it. I wasn’t into sports, but I had reasons
to watch a specific one. Jazz Marlene Thomas had been in the WNBA
for almost twelve years, and she’d also been my best friend once,
from elementary up to her early college years. Our friendship
hadn’t ended abruptly, it just seemed to diminish over time into
small talk and brief moments until I ended things by pushing her
away.

I didn’t hold any animosity toward her
for not reaching out to me over the years. I’d told her to move on
and she had. She had to think about her career, and I couldn’t give
her what she needed for a long time.

“I don’t know why you are
being so hard on yourself.”

I lifted my head and wondered how much
Janet could read behind my tight smile.

“I don’t know what you
mean.”

Janet crossed her arms, doubtful of my
pretense.

“My sister misses you even
though she doesn’t say it. You don’t have to keep running from her.
You aren’t the same woman you were even five years ago.” Janet was
great at pulling me back from my self-deprecating thoughts. She’d
been there to see me through my worst, and I would always be
thankful to have Janet as a friend.

“You’re right. I’m sorry.”
I planted my hands into the counter and nodded. “Tell
me.”

“She’s retiring.” Her brow
curled mischievously. “But you already knew that part.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I know. So,
what don’t I know?”

“She’s moving
back!”

My heart fluttered and I tried not to
picture what that meant. In the beginning, I dreamed of the day she
would return, but eventually accepted that she might never. Hearing
Janet confirm that Jazz was moving back, I didn’t know what to
say.

“She’ll be home next
weekend and we’re throwing her a party! And before you make up some
lame ass excuse, you’re coming.” Janet knew me too well.

“It’s been busy here for
the past month, so I can’t promise anything.” I waved my arms
around, acknowledging my store.

“Please don’t make me drag
your ass there. You’ve hidden from her long enough.”

“I haven’t
been—”

Janet smirked, giving me an
all-knowing stare until I looked away and shut my mouth.

“Right.” She smacked her
lips. “As I was saying. Bring your ass there. Saturday night. Mom’s
house.” She stepped away from the counter, picking up her purse
just as another customer walked in. “Love you!”

“Love you too.” If there
was one thing I could say about Janet, she was persistent and that
meant she wouldn’t allow me to hide.

I’d heard on one of the sports
channels that Jazz was retiring from the WNBA, but I never imagined
her coming back home.

Long Beach, California wasn’t the spot
celebrities lived in compared to Beverly Hills, or up north right
outside of LA. There was little room for privacy, everyone in
everyone else’s business. Even when she’d come for a visit, people
knew she was in the city within a few hours.

I watched as my new customer scanned
the shoe selections shelved and layered along the walls and snapped
myself out of thinking about Jazz Thomas. The person I once relied
on for everything and called my best friend. The one I let get
away.

 


*

 


Jazz

 


“You guys didn’t have to
throw me a party.” I had walked into my mother’s home an hour ago
and tossed my bags beside the couch, only to find everyone leaping
out, screaming surprise.

Now for the past hour, everyone who
mattered had been here and happy to see me. It felt good to be
back.

We were in the backyard, hip hop music
playing in the background, with ribs and chicken on the grill and
all my favorite side dishes on the two tables set up next to the
sliding door. I sat in the chair near several family members I
hadn’t seen in a while.

“Oh shush,” my mom
chastised me. “I have every reason to celebrate you coming home
permanently and your ending to the sport you love.”

I took a sip from my beer, already
missing my life with my team. I’d given the WNBA twelve years of my
life, and though there were some tough times within the sport
itself, I’d miss it. But it was time for a change and after the
last two seasons of contemplation, I finally decided it was time to
move on.

“Any plans now that you
have so much free time?” My cousin Kamell asked.

My mom took the pleasure of answering
for me.

“My daughter is going to
be an investor and is exploring other business entrepreneur
avenues.”

“Interesting.” Kamell
looked perplexed by the idea. “Like what investments?”

My sister smacked our cousin’s
shoulder, her words sharp.

“Businesses. Not your bank
account, dummy,” Janet answered. Kamell frowned, waved her off and
leaned back into his seat.

Janet turned to me, eager to share
something.

“Speaking of…” Janet’s
eyes shifted off to the side as her voice dropped. I followed her
gaze and found who she’d been looking at. “You should talk to
Tamara about her new designer shoe store. It’s called Inked
Footsteps.”

I’d known about Tamara’s store the
instant it was opened; I’d been keeping tabs on her for years now.
We didn’t have a relationship anymore, so Janet suggesting I reach
out to Tamara for business purposes sounded premature.

My first reaction kept me glued to the
chair. I was surprised to see her. In the past, when I came to
visit, she had kept far away, making sure I never ran into her. But
here she was now, in my mom’s backyard.

“You should have told her
I was going to be here,” I muttered to my sister. I certainly
wasn’t going to force myself on Tamara and make her talk to me. I’d
tried that in the beginning, and it hadn’t worked.

I was too stunned by Tamara’s presence
to flinch from Janet’s pinch on my arm, but it did make me look at
her, this time with accusation.

“She knew you would be
here,” Janet grumbled. “Say hi. Don’t let her stand there and look
like a fool.”

I frowned, feeling all sorts of mixed
emotions. I couldn’t make myself take in her appearance; I was
expecting the alcohol to kick in and tell me I was hallucinating.
After all these years, could I really believe she’d come here
knowing I’d be here?

Casually, I placed my beer on my
thigh, forcing myself to scrutinize Tamara Michaels.

As much as I wanted to pretend not to
notice, Tamara’s smile seemed to brighten up the backyard and
everyone gravitated toward her, hugging her as she gradually
approached. Her hair was arranged into individual crocket braids,
resting down around her shoulders. She wore black jeans that
complimented her curvy hips and a red designer crop top that showed
off her flat stomach and belly button ring.

When her brown eyes met mine, I let
out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

“She looks different,” I
whispered to myself, but my mom heard.

“She’s doing amazing.
We’re all very proud of her,” my mom exclaimed, waving to
Tamara.

“As I was saying, she owns
a business. Y’all should talk,” my sister said quickly before
Tamara reached us.

I stared blankly at my sister. I
wouldn’t agree to say anything to Tamara, but I wouldn’t argue with
my sister. She had a history of pushing me to do something until I
did.

I found myself standing when Tamara
reached us. I swallowed, jaw tightening. I didn’t know whether to
straighten my posture and act formally or leave her standing here.
There had been discontent built over the years, with a lot of
unanswered questions, but I couldn’t seem to look away or throw any
shade her way.

I said the only thing that came to
mind.

“Wow. Uh. It’s
been...”

Tamara looked just as nervous as me,
nibbling her upper lip.

She smiled, swooping her braids from
her face as if shedding away her anxiety.

“A few years.” She kept
her eyes on me while greeting my mom and sister. “Thanks for the
invite, Janice.”

My mom chuckled. “Girl, you’re family.
There was no invite needed.”

“I hope you don’t mind me
coming.” Tamara frowned, seeming to rethink her decision to attend.
“I shouldn’t have assumed you want to see me.”

I smiled, then frowned a second later.
It seemed I didn’t have the right frame of mind to
respond.

“I’m sure you didn’t want
to come. Janet doesn’t make saying no easy for anyone.” It was hard
to believe she came here without being pressured, and I didn’t want
her to think she had to stay.

Janet muttered something inaudible,
probably reacting to my statement but I ignored her and kept my
distance.

We stood, silent and hesitant, our
past flooding my mind. I couldn’t decide whether to reach in for a
hug or offer her a handshake or, in the hurt part of my mind,
leave.

“I was afraid to come but
I wanted to,” Tamara said.

My sister made the decision for us.
“Hug already. Y’all being awkward as fuck.”

I looked down at my sister, eyes wide
from embarrassment. Her eyes dared me to say something mouthy and I
was smart enough to keep my mouth shut. She’d only continue to
embarrass us.

Tamara’s smile seemed to ease the
tension.

“I choose to ignore your
sister at times like this,” she said.

“I haven’t been around
long enough to ignore it,” I said with a small smile.

The awkwardness dissolved a fraction
more and I found myself offering a hug.

“It’s good seeing you
again.”

Our hug was brief but familiar. The
distance and years of dwindled friendship didn’t seem to lessen the
connection I could still feel. We’d been best friends through most
of our childhood but when I moved away to college on a scholarship,
something shifted in our relationship. It was like the real world
had finally announced itself and pushed us apart.

“Yeah, you too,” Tamara
replied.

I took a step back and waved my hand
to the empty seat next to me.

“Would you like to join
us?”

“Shit…now she’s being all
formal. What’s next?” Janet teased.

“Are you trying to make up
for lost time, teasing me every chance you get?” I asked. My sister
had been famous for teasing us throughout our entire childhood and
it didn’t seem like she’d gotten out of that habit.

Janet pursed her lips, eyes shifting
to Tamara. Her arms extended out as she gave me a furtive
glance.

“I’m done. For
now!”

Instead of answering, Tamara moved to
the seat beside me and grabbed a wine cooler from the ice chest. We
sat in unison, Tamara holding her drink out as I lifted mine,
clinking our drinks together.

“Any plans on where you
want to live?” My cousin Anthony came up behind me, squeezing my
shoulders enthusiastically. His strong hands pressed into my rigid
muscles, and I wiggled out from his grasp, turning to punch him in
the gut like old times when we were kids.

“Are you trying to annoy
the shit out of me too?”

He chuckled, flicking my coiled hair
forward.

“As of today, I don’t have
to worry about injuring you.”

“No one’s injuring my
daughter.” My mom’s prominent stare, one brow quirked up, took all
the bite out of my cousin’s playful threat.

I grinned cheekily and stood to kiss
my mom over the cheek.

“Thank you, momma.” I
could always count on my mom to have my back, even in water gun
fights as a kid when my cousins would try and corner me.

Janet rolled her eyes. “You’re such a
momma’s girl.”

I blew out exaggeratedly and
chuckled.

“So?” I said proudly and
waved my arm out in her direction. “So are you.”

“Yes!” Janet agreed. She
leaned back, crossing one leg over the other, wearing a smug smile.
“Because I’m her first born. And we do everything
together.”

I shook my head, not caring to hear
the same old reasons why she and Mom were closer than Mom and
me.

“Yes, I know. You get your
pedicures and medicures, and all that other girly
stuff.”

Everyone laughed, including Tamara
who’d only been watching us in fascinated silence. When I looked at
her, she covered her mouth, trying to hide her grin.

I frowned. “What did I say
wrong?”

“It’s manicures. Not
medicures. And even men get their hands and feet done now. Catch
up.” Janet took pleasure in my ignorance, and I was sure she’d
tease me about this until I did something new.

I flipped her off and Janet did the
same before we both laughed.

Tamara placed her drink on the small
round table in front of her, looking at my mom. I couldn’t help but
keep sneaking peeks her way. Part of me doubted I’d ever get to see
her smile again.

“I bet it feels great
having both your daughters adore you so much,” Tamara
said.

My mom’s face brightened and if I
hadn’t been looking long enough, I wouldn’t have noticed the shine
in her eyes.

“They’re my
babies.”

Tamara smiled and tilted her head away
from me. Whatever expression she’d shown, it looked like my mom and
Janet both caught it. I looked to Janet briefly, who shifted a
glance from Tamara to me, drinking from her beer bottle. I knew
she’d seen Tamara’s expression, leaving me in the dark.

My mom broke the silence, reaching
across the small distance between her and Tamara, squeezing her
hand.

“I’ve always been blessed
with three beautiful daughters.”

I felt like I was far from what was
happening between my mom and Tamara and didn’t want to make things
uncomfortable by speaking or even looking their way. Growing up, my
mom had always been a motherly figure for Tamara, but it seemed
that over the years their relationship had grown. I hadn’t been
around to know what Tamara had gone through and how my mom and
sister had played a part in her life.

Tamara covered my mom’s hand with her
other one and nodded.

“I know. I love you too,”
she whispered. I could tell Tamara was purposely avoiding me,
keeping her body slanted enough for me to only see the corner of
her head as she continued to face my mom.

Too many years had gone by, and it was
too late to try to get them back. But I hoped we could start over
despite my unexpected reaction to run. After all, she was one of
the biggest reasons I’d wanted to move back. I hadn’t had a best
friend since I lost her.

I finished my drink and grabbed
another one. When I repositioned, I looked forward, catching my
sister watching me.

“What?” I
muttered.

She only pursed her lips, smirked, and
did a rare thing. Stayed silent.

I decided not to overthink what my
sister’s look meant and changed the subject.

“I hear you own a designer
shoe store.” I already knew, having kept a distant observation
through social media.

She finally looked my way, any hint of
the previous conversation gone and replaced with animated
features.

“Yes! It’s been about two
years.”

“You always made the best
shoe designs. I’m happy you followed your dream.” Instinctively, I
dropped my gaze to the shoes she was wearing and whistled. “Those
are some amazing designs,” I praised.

The high ankle sneakers were designed
with a swirl of orange and green, along with the light grey letters
‘L’ and ‘B’ together to represent Long Beach on the tongue of the
shoe. What pulled me further into the design was the artwork of
palm trees and the beach, wrapped around the entire sole of the
shoes.

Tamara moved her foot in a different
angle to give me a full exploration, and I smiled at the pride she
exhibited.

“I have a small studio in
the back of my store where most of my ideas come from. I even took
art classes to enhance my drawing skills.”

“She even does a lot of
custom designs from customer requests,” my mom said, boasting like
a proud mom.

“You’re designs are…” I
was speechless.

“Right!” Janet chimed in.
“Like I was saying earlier. You should check her store
out.”

I watched Tamara glare at Janet, and I
couldn’t tell if she hated the idea or just didn’t want Janet
making things awkward between us again. Tamara had no clue about my
investment and endorsement plans and the last thing I wanted to
make her feel was uncomfortable. I studied my sister but kept my
mouth shut. This was more than about me endorsing Tamara’s company.
My sister wanted us to reconnect but evidently at her
pace.

Playing it safe, I casually smiled and
took a sip from my drink and turned away. I pretended not to notice
my sister’s hostile stare. She clearly wanted me to say
something.

My mom was aware enough to change the
subject and keep it on safer topics for the rest of the night.
Which mostly consisted of what was happening in Long
Beach.

By the time the party was over, I was
four drinks in and tipsy, sitting on my mom’s couch with a plate of
ribs.

I’d never drank this much, too
concerned about my career and keeping up positive appearances. Just
about everyone was gone except my sister and Tamara. I’d be staying
with my mom until I moved into my new place which I’d been picky
about. It had been too long since I’d lived in Long Beach and there
weren’t many places to live where I’d have privacy. Even the houses
were built too close together. The two options I had were East Long
Beach where I could buy a home that was gated or downtown Long
Beach in one of the secured condos. Either way…I wouldn’t have the
privacy someone of my status needed if I wanted to avoid stalkers
or paparazzi.

The only real option I had in life
now, if I wanted to live in Long Beach, was to embrace openness and
be normal. That’s why I retired, after all.

My vision was hazy from drinking more
than I was used to and my mouth was dry. As much as I wanted to eat
my food, the thought made my stomach queasy.

As if knowing exactly what I needed,
my mom came up with a bottle of water.

“Here you go,
sweetie.”

I looked back over the couch, reaching
up to take the bottle as my mom kissed my forehead from
behind.

“You three have a good
night,” my mom said, yawning and heading toward the hall that led
to her room. She looked tired but didn’t let that stop her from
retracting her steps to give me a second big kiss on the cheek. “My
baby’s home.” She shook her head, taking me in with a wide smile
before going to her room.

“Night Momma,” I called
out.

“Night Mom,” Janet
said.

I grinned, putting my plate on the end
table, and consumed most of the water.

“I think Mom is going to
be smiling like that for a while,” Janet said quietly.

Sometimes, I forgot how much I needed
my family until I had moments like these. I was happy to be home
and couldn’t see anything preventing me from staying. There wasn’t
room to make excuses anymore. If I wanted to change my relationship
with everyone, it started by being home. Though my family never
made me feel left out, I’d hear them talking about family
gatherings, holiday celebrations, and trips that I’d paid for half
the time but never was able to join.

And when I’d come home for a visit, or
we all went on a trip it was mostly to catch up on life. I wanted
more with them and more with Tamara, but it had to be mutual. She’d
been the one to pull back until our friendship was gone. Did she
even want to try now or was she here because my sister pressured
her into coming?

I snuck a peek, finding Tamara’s eyes
focused more on her hands than anywhere else. Did she want to be
here? I wondered if I should push for answers and thought better of
it before I opened my mouth. I could wait.

Janet stood, arms stretched as if
she’d needed to release tension all evening.

“I need to get my ass
home. I have work in the morning.”

I checked my watch. It was almost
eleven.

Tamara moved to do the same, but my
sister pressed her hands onto her shoulders, keeping her
seated.

“Oh, hell no!” My sister
wiggled her finger at both of us. “Y’all need to have this moment.
No delaying.”

I sighed. My sister couldn’t stop
herself from butting in. The last thing I wanted was for Tamara to
stay when she clearly wanted to go.

I was about to feign exhaustion when
my sister spoke again, knowing what I was about to do. “You
wouldn’t be here if you didn’t want to see my sis. And you.” She
pointed at me. “You would have asked her to leave if you didn’t
want her here.”

I considered that and despite my
sister being nosy, she was right about this. I wasn’t shy and knew
how to ask someone to leave. And just maybe, she was right about
Tamara wanting to see me too. The fact that Tamara had yet to get
up left me new confidence that she and I could find some common
ground.

“Talk. Catch up. And
plan.” Janet narrowed her eyes in one last attempt to make sure we
understood her words were not a suggestion.

I snorted. “I think we get the
point.”

“We’ll see.” Janet smacked
her lips, pulling out her car keys. “Come see me at work
tomorrow.”

“Why?” I frowned. She was
so bossy.

“So I can finally show you
off to my employees. No one believes I have a famous sister. Time
to prove that I do.”

I shook my head, watching her
leave.

“I bet she asks me to grab
her lunch too.” I smiled.

Tamara’s voice cut through the quiet,
reminding me we were now alone.

“She just misses
you.”

Too many years of being on the road
and smothering myself with more work when I could have been home.
The problem was, I couldn’t stay more than a week at a time, or I’d
drown in depression, being reminded of the friendship I’d
lost.

Instead of bringing my thoughts to
life, I nodded.

“I missed them
too.”

I watched Tamara smile, her eyes drawn
down to her hands resting in her lap. A nervous habit, I
supposed.

The temptation to say more was
overpowered by the unwillingness to push my own feelings onto her
and assume she wanted to know if I missed her too.

Seeing Tamara now, with no basketball
as a distraction or excuse to delay me facing her, all I hoped to
do was find out if there was even a chance to be friends again. I
still didn’t know what caused our friendship to end. When I left
college, we talked every day and she’d come watch me play anytime
my team played nearby. Tamara had always been my biggest supporter
since we were kids. But, somewhere along the way things changed and
our phone calls and visits grew less frequent. She stopped
answering or was quick to hang up. When I’d come to visit, she’d
always be late or never show up.

The silence was excruciating, and I
couldn’t find words to push past this barrier. Here I was, wanting
to rebuild what was lost but not pressure her at the same
time.

It was Tamara who broke the uneasy
silence.

“Jazz.” She kept her head
down, chin tucked to her chest and nibbled on her bottom lip. She
seemed to be in a battle with her own thoughts. “I know this is all
on me.”

When her head finally lifted, her
expression stricken with intense emotion, I had to end this hard
conversation she was about to open wide. I could never be mad at
her when she was emotional, too involved in her needs and feelings
to give my own the platform they deserved. If we were going to have
this conversation, we both needed to be ready and able.

“Tamara. We have nothing
but time now. This time, I don’t intend to go anywhere.” I brushed
my fingers across my forehead, relieving some of the tension
building. “Please know that I am not trying to dismiss anything. I
want to…” I pursed my lips and sighed, finding the words. “Catch
up, I guess is the word. And eventually talk about the big thing,
but if you’re not ready, then I can wait a little while longer. I
know, for me, it’s overwhelming being here and knowing I’m
staying.”

Tamara’s shoulders loosened and I
watched her take a long breath. She only nodded and
smiled.

“Thank you.”

I sighed, one corner of my face
lifting to a smile. Changing the subject, I thought of what my
sister suggested and said, “I would love to check out your store.
If that’s cool.”

Her brows lifted at the mention of her
store.

“Yeah. You looking to buy
some new kix?”

I laughed. “I might have picked up my
own shoe buying binge over the years.”

“How many shoes are we
talking?” Tamara asked curiously.

One thing I could never forget was her
love of shoes and the designs she created. As a kid she swore she’d
have a whole room with just shoes.

I tried to think of a
number.

“Shit, thirty or more,” I
guessed.

Tamara laughed. “That’s a cute
number.”

I laughed. “Shush.” I
shook my head, tossing my arm over the
couch and turning to face Tamara.

“I guess you didn’t have
time, going out every month to buy a new pair.”

I frowned, giving her a surprised
look. “Every month. How many shoes do you have?”

Tamara laughed. “Probably too many.
But I do own a design shoe store, so I guess I’m
cheating.”

“That’s what’s up!” I was
happy for her and couldn’t contain it. I wished I could hug her.
“You are doing your thing and I love that for you.”

Tamara smiled, shyly. “Thank
you!”

I nodded.

“Come by any time,” she
whispered.

“Is tomorrow too soon?” I
asked.

She looked up, studying me briefly.
“If you have the time.”

I snorted. “Haven’t you heard? I have
nothing but time now.”

Our conversation transitioned to a
light, calming vibe, sitting across the couch from each other. For
a few moments, it was as if we’d lost no time.

I needed to get my thoughts
out.

“I’ve missed this. It’s
almost as if no time has passed.”

Tamara smiled. “I know. And I miss
this too.” She sighed and stood; this time no one was around to
pressure her to stay. “I should really get going.”

I nodded and stood, walking her to the
door.

“It was good seeing
you.”

I moved to open the door and she
stepped between the archways.

“I’ll text you my number.
Your sister was kind enough to send me yours.”

I laughed. “More like forced it upon
you.”

“That’s Janet,” she
joked.

I nodded. “See you tomorrow?” I
asked.

I could see it in the way Tamara
smiled, she was happy to see me.

“Yes! See you
tomorrow.”

I watched her leave and didn’t shut
the door until she’d driven off. I hoped we’d figure things out
because I didn’t think I could handle living here if she wasn’t in
my life.


Chapter Two

 


Tamara

 


It had been hard seeing Jazz the night
before, so many memories resurfacing and unable to be ignored. Her
years as an athlete had left her body well-maintained with long,
toned arms, a lean athletic build, and an even better ass. The
playful part of my mind imagined her doing deadlifts, hip thrusts,
and weighted squats. As a teen, she always had a charismatic
personality with a gold-star lesbian reputation. Girls wanted to
date her, and boys were jealous. Not just because of her looks and
other girls’ attention but also because of her skills on the court.
Back then, Jazz had no clue when someone crushed on her and
evidently, she still couldn’t tell. I’d been sweating my ass off;
afraid she’d see right through me and find all my secrets and
dormant desires.

Here I was now, ogling her like a dark
cherry glass of wine I’d let sit unopened for far too long. Her
masculine tattooed shoulders were bitable and all I kept thinking
throughout the night was if I could touch her. Anytime I watched
her playing on TV her hair was braided back, but last night she’d
had it in individual twists, bouncing around her oval shaped face.
She’d always been a tomboy but now she let a lot more of her
natural feminine glow take over and not be hidden behind shades and
a beanie. The way her brown eyes lit when she first saw me coming
to the backyard, my heart had skipped a few beats. Granted, I’d
noticed doubt and fear in my initial presence, but I’d seen the joy
too.

Jazz wanting to come check out my
store meant she wanted to reconnect, and I could lean on that to
keep me positive.

I might pretend to be cool, calm, and
collected, even lie about my feelings, but in my head, I knew the
truth. That truth had been one of the biggest reasons I began to
pull back from her all those years ago.

After Jazz left for college, the first
year sucked but I was fine, until the day my life changed. My mom
overdosed on meth, and as much as she hurt me and I pretended not
to care for her, I was devastated. Jazz had taken a week off from
school to help me through my mother’s death.

I’d been so relieved to see Jazz and
be able to lean on her that I didn’t see the change. Not until it
was too late. What was only friendship turned into something more
for me. To have her come and hold me for a week while I cried in
her arms, and then watch her leave again, it tore something inside
of me, but also grew something else. I’d fallen in love with her
that week.

It was obviously one-sided and with my
life crumbling further while Jazz’s life flourished, I knew I
couldn’t tell her the truth.

At first, it was because of the
distance that I pulled away, until deciding I wasn’t good enough
for her as a friend, so the idea of her giving me more seemed naïve
and misguided.

Over the years, I watched every game,
stalked her on social media, only to cry that I had lost her. It
was my own doing. I had not only pushed her away, but her family
too.

It had taken me years, but I finally
found my own way back to the support of Jazz’s mom and sister who
never gave up on me.

They never questioned my decision, but
eventually, I told them the truth about why I sabotaged my
friendship with Jazz. And a part of that truth was telling them I
was in love with her.

Now, for the last two out of five
years, I had been telling myself I’d moved on from Jazz. But when I
saw her last night all my feelings flooded back to the surface, and
I wanted to tell her everything. I was fooling myself believing I
was over my feelings for Jazz Thomas.

For almost ten minutes, I processed my
feelings as if I hadn’t done so several times already. I was in the
back of my store, in the studio, drawing out a potential new shoe
design, when my phone rang and snapped me out of my thoughts. Jazz
had already called to let me know she would be here at noon, and I
still had another fifteen minutes.

Looking at the caller ID from my Apple
Watch, I snorted and answered, “Yes!”
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