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I just wanted one fun winter with friends.
No dating. No broken heart. No drama. No girlfriend sneaking off to
Barbados for a rendezvous with an ex. So, the first week of
December while my friends and I dug into some dim sum at our
favorite neighborhood Chinese restaurant on a chilly Sunday
afternoon, I announced my winter plan.

I’d long been a recreational figure skater.
It was good exercise and made me feel graceful. I could jump,
although I never could land an Axel. Skating would be a part of my
winter, and I would get better at it and improve my physical
health. Friends would be a part of it, and we would spend more time
together. I would go every day to my job as a paralegal working on
people’s immigration paperwork, and I would help more refugees stay
in the U.S. legally. Dating would not be part of my life for the
foreseeable future.

“I’m going to every rink in Chicago,” I said
as a cart pulled up offering bean curd wrapped meat rolls and
broccoli with oyster sauce. “I want to check out the rinks I don’t
usually go to. Think of it as the ice skater’s tour of Chicago, and
I’m not going to date until it’s mini-skirt season. Who’s with
me?”

Lynn, my old college roommate who was across
the table from me, rolled her eyes and asked me to pass the hoisin
sauce. Her new girl, Alice, was sitting next to her. They had only
been dating for two weeks, but I knew they were holding each
other’s hands under the table. They were at that super sweet point
in the beginning of a relationship that I always enjoyed myself,
but, when I saw it in other people and I was single, made me want
to gag.

“Lila, that sounds like a great idea, but
we’ll have to see what our schedule looks like,” said Lynn. Oh God,
they had become a “we” already. That was quick, even for Lynn. “And
you’re really just going to skate? Not date?”

“Really.”

Lynn rolled her eyes again and gave Alice a
kiss on the cheek before signaling a young man with a cart of
dumplings to pass her a plate of chive dumplings. Seriously, get
a room, I thought.

“I’ll go skating with you. Not so sure about
the no-dating part,” said Trisha, who was sitting next to me. We
had been friends since we met at some big gay fundraiser a couple
of years ago. She was a butch/androgynous gal with short black hair
and always said she did a lot of dating. She regularly regaled me
and our other friends with her adventures with various women she
met online, at some street festival, or at a party. Her stories
were always entertaining even though we never met any of these
women, and she was usually available to hang out when I sent her a
text message.

Sitting next to her were Deborah and Matt.
They were both fellow skaters. Like me, Deborah had trained and
competed as a child, but was now just doing it for fun and fitness.
Matt was an adult-onset skater and an adult-onset man. He had
started taking lessons in college while he was still Maureen. I had
met her at the rink while she was working on her back crossovers,
and we even went on a couple of dates. It didn’t work out, and we
became friends. She then came out as transgender. He changed his
name, grew a beard and traded in his white figure skates for black.
I told him I would always support him as long as he didn’t switch
to hockey skates. I mean, no toe pick. What’s the point?

“The outdoor rinks have just opened. Let’s
do it,” I said.

*~*~*

The following Saturday I pulled out my
skates and ran a sharpener over the blade. I hadn’t been skating in
a couple of weeks, and I liked a sharp edge. Some people ran, swam
or biked. I liked skating. It was even more fun as an adult in my
late twenties. A girl who can jump at the rink is just another girl
who can jump. An adult who jumps at open skate is a star. I didn’t
even own skating dresses any more. I could just throw on some jeans
and a sweater, go on the ice, and fly.

That’s what it felt like. It felt like
flying.

I’d been to McFetridge, the indoor ice rink
on the north side of Chicago, a million times so that was out.
Millennium Park, the outdoor rink downtown, was always pretty,
although it tended to be so crowded that the ice quickly turned to
snow. Besides, I’d been there before. No, we were heading south to
the Midway Plaisance in Hyde Park. It would be the perfect place to
begin my skating/no dating winter. So, I called my friends to tell
them my choice.

Lynn and Alice decided they needed some
couple’s time, so they weren’t joining us. Trisha had a date and
would tell me all about it later. Deborah had hurt her Achilles’
tendon somehow, and Matt just wasn’t answering his phone.

Sometimes, friends suck. I went anyway.

When I got to the Midway, the grass was
dusted with the light snow that had fallen overnight. The frozen
ground crunched under my feet as I headed to the rink’s warming
center. The silver rays of the mid-morning sun outlined the
Zamboni, a huge steamroller designed to smooth out all the
scratches and gashes in the ice. Most rinks had the Zamboni come
out every one to two hours, so my timing was perfect.

It was too early in the day for there to be
that many skaters. Most families would probably arrive in the
afternoon for some winter fun. For the moment, it appeared it would
be me, a handful of other skaters, and the smooth glide of fresh
ice. My friends didn’t know what they were missing.

I had just put my shoes and other stuff in a
locker when I first noticed her. Or rather I smelled her perfume
that was oddly out of place. She smelled of lemons, sun and sand,
almost like summer. In the middle of December it was a scent that I
barely recognized, but it intrigued me.

I watched her out of the corner of my eye
while I laced up my skates. Hers were super stiff and designed for
some serious jumping. And she clearly had jumped. There were deep
scratches in the toe box from when she may have missed a
landing.

As I moved my eyes up from her boots, I
realized she was probably the kind of gal who landed more than she
missed.

She wore thick black tights that hugged the
curve of her calves and emphasized her strong thighs. Oh yeah, she
was a jumper.

I was just remembering my pledge not to date
until mini-skirt season when I noticed that she was wearing a black
skating dress with long sleeves and a turtleneck and, yes, a little
skirt. The dress was plain jersey knit, definitely a practice
dress, and not covered with the bling that you would have for an
outfit meant for competition.

Before my no-date pledge a week ago, I’d
been dating various women for about the past year, ever since my
ex, Tahlia, had returned from a week away “on business” with a tan
and a shell necklace that she refused to take off. We broke up, and
I started playing the field. Nothing serious had emerged. Maybe I
wanted a relationship too badly. Maybe I didn’t want it badly
enough. Maybe I was still heartbroken over Tahlia, although I was
convinced I was over it. No matter what the reason, I needed a
break, and outdoor rink season seemed like the perfect time.

I knew my friends doubted I could go long
without dating. I’d known Lynn for about a decade, ever since we’d
lived together as freshmen in our college dorm, and she’d almost
never known me to be single. I had to admit that watching this
woman with long ash blonde hair and green eyes lace up her skates
had me doubting as well.

I had ice to conquer. Love would have to
wait.

I finished getting on my skates and headed
onto the fresh ice. I started with a warm up, zipping around the
rink with a quick series of forward strokes and crossovers just to
build up some speed. Lots of people think ice is ice, frozen water,
all the same. It’s not. This ice had a dry, crunchy hardness to it,
possibly because it was an outdoor rink, and it had been an
unseasonably cold December. My cheeks were cold, but I kept moving.
My speed kept me warm.

I did some lunges, which involved bending
one leg and sliding the other behind me on the side of the boot,
and shoot the ducks, which meant crouching down and sticking one
leg out, to stretch myself out. I did a few spirals on the right
and then the left leg. My right was always my stronger side, and I
shifted from my inner to my outer edge with ease. Most people don’t
realize that a figure skating blade is not flat, and where you are
on your edge is critically important. A back outside edge, near the
back of the boot, was very different from your inside front, which
was near the toe pick. You can also skate better on one leg than
the other. My left leg was tighter, not quite as graceful.

An older man in hockey skates sped around me
like a pro, skating low and fast. A het couple ambled awkwardly
around the rink. The female of the couple seemed to be a better
skater than she was letting on to her male date. Maybe that was her
way of getting him to hold her? The blonde in the skating dress,
her hair now pulled back and tied in a bouncy ponytail, skated with
a serious look on her face in the middle of the rink. She was good.
Her one-foot spin was tight and graceful. When she exited the spin,
she moved to the outer area of the rink, where she quickly did a
ballet jump and then a half-toe Walley. These were small jumps that
looked easier than they really were. You could tell that these were
just warm-ups. She had more in her. Her back was taut and broad.
Her free leg was solid without any wavering. I skated fast. She was
faster.

I thought I caught her eye as she moved past
me, but then she was at the other end of the rink skating backwards
on two feet and landing a single Lutz jump.

Every so often, you would be at the rink and
know that you were getting to see some really fine skating up
close. This was one of those times. I felt the breeze she created
as she sped past me again. This time we definitely locked eyes, if
only for a moment, and I knew it was my turn to show her what I
could do.

I couldn’t think about how those green eyes
sparkled in the morning light or how her black skating dress hugged
her curves. I had to focus on back crossovers, a step forward, and
then a three-point turn to get myself on my right back inside edge
and jump into a single Salchow. I could feel her watching me as I
moved to the center of the rink and followed up with a sit
spin.

We were circling each other, attempting ever
more impressive jumps and spins, and then she trumped me. I had
nothing more to show. She had landed an Axel. It was a jump I had
tried many times, but I only had a small scar on my chin to show
for my effort. I had never landed it.

I smiled and gave her the thumbs up. We were
playing with each other, having a little friendly competition. We
tried to get each other’s attention, and we did. I was feeling good
tired. I had skated more than I had planned, so maybe it was time
to go. I started heading toward the warming center.

“Leaving already?” I heard her say as she
sped past me once more.

“Yeah, it’s time.”

My friends had bailed, but I was glad I had
followed through with my plan. I couldn’t have asked for a better
morning. I was feeling warm inside from the skating, the winter sun
and being so close to a woman who was both beautiful and a great
skater, but I had to leave because I wasn’t going to do any dating
this winter. I wasn’t here to make that kind of connection, and my
nose was cold. My quads ached. That cramp that I tended to get in
the second toe of my left foot was getting started. I had pushed
myself because I wanted to keep up with her. I wanted to impress
her, but
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