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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      At last, my magnum opus, all in one place! The Hockey Is My Boyfriend trilogy was a labour of love that was written and edited over a three year period. You can follow our hockey-playing heroine, Kelly Tanaka, from high school to working life. She’s spirited, athletic, and a bit of a goof.

      While readers on my mailing list were waiting patiently for the next book in the series, I sent them short stories which connected the books. These short stories, French Kiss and Happy Birthday Kelly, have never been published before, and are both included in this volume.

      If you too would like to be on the mailing list, you can sign up here.

      Now sit back, get comfy, and enjoy the complete Hockey Is My Boyfriend trilogy.
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            KELLY’S BIG GOAL

          

        

      

    

    
      February 2002

      

      My biggest goal ever and my first kiss happened on the same weekend.

      Only one of these events was awesome.

      We were warming up for the championship final of the Midget house league. A pass blew by me deep into West Van’s side of the ice. I skated after the puck, and one of their players passed it to me.

      “Thanks,” I said. He jerked his head up to stare at me.

      “Fuck. You’re a girl,” he said.

      No shit, Sherlock.

      Then he grinned. “Well, winning this game is gonna be even easier than I thought.” Number 25 made a kissy face at me. West Van had finished first in regular season play, so they had a ton of swagger. Our team, North Van C5, had finished fourth, and battled through the playoffs to get here.

      “You wish,” I said. “You’re definitely going down.”

      “Yeah, right. The only thing going down will be you—on my dick.” He made a hand motion, in case I didn’t know where that was located.

      What an asshole. I skated away, but his teammate number 12 was watching us and read the name on my jersey.

      “Hey Tanaka! Five dollah sucky-sucky?”

      Sexist and racist. Beating these guys was going to be a huge pleasure.

      Phil Davidson was cruising the centre line and watching us. Phil was one of my best friends. He was an awesome hockey player. In fact, he was so good that other parents sometimes complained that he was even on our team, saying he should be playing up in rep hockey. Phil had a lot of stuff going on—like swimming, soccer, track, and guitar—so he wouldn’t have time for everything if he played rep as well. That was nice for our team and really nice for me, since he had been the centreman on my line forever. By now, we had a sixth sense of where the other person would be on the ice.

      “Everything okay, Kelly?” he asked, as I skated back into our zone.

      “No problem,” I told him. Trash talking wasn’t really personal. Guys just glommed onto whatever was easiest, like the fact that I was half-Asian or a girl. Now that I was fifteen, I took a lot more grief because most girls had switched to girls’ hockey. I wasn’t switching. I had played on the same hockey team since I moved to North Vancouver, and I liked my coach and my teammates. Why mess with something great?

      The game got off to a bad start. West Van scored two goals in the first period and we spent way too much time running around in our own zone. Our head coach, Jerry Jankowski, talked to us between periods about calming down.

      “You’re letting your minds get ahead of you. Win one shift, and don’t think about the outcome of the game.”

      He was right. I was too aware of how important the game was, but I needed to keep my focus small. Our line went out first: me, Phil, and Evan Novak.

      Phil won the face-off and sent it back to the defenceman and we all took off. A perfect pass came to Evan, who zoomed along the boards into the West Van zone. Two guys were converging on him, so he fired the puck forward. It rang around the boards where I picked it up and went directly at the net. A big d-man rushed out and steered me towards the corner, but I kept control of the puck and made a short pass back to Phil.

      Phil snapped his shot off right away and drilled it top shelf. Beautiful goal! Evan and I skated over to congratulate him.

      “Top cheds! Way to go, Phil.” I hugged him and even through his mouthguard, he had a huge smile.

      As we skated back to the bench, I passed number 12, who should have been covering Phil. “Who’s sucky-sucky now?” I called out, and he swore at me.

      The goal seemed to boost our confidence, and everyone started playing better. A few shifts later, Dex, our best defenceman, led a rush up the ice. He deked through almost the whole West Van team and fired off a hard shot that went in five-hole. Everyone on the bench leaped up and cheered. Now it was a tie game!

      On our next shift, Phil brought the puck into the offensive zone, and I skated alongside him. He flipped me the puck and I took it behind the net and delivered a pass to Evan, who was just coming down his wing towards the goalie. About five seconds after I made the pass, I got hit big time.

      I totally wasn’t expecting a hit that late. I went pretty hard into the boards and onto the ice. It hurt, but nothing major, and I popped back up. I looked around to see who had hit me and it was 25, that jerk-off from the warm-up. But Phil was already on him, giving him a two-hander across the chest and cursing him out. The guy hit the ice and Phil got called for a crosscheck. In the power play that followed, West Van scored their third goal and took back the lead.

      Randy Lum, our assistant coach, yelled at Phil when he got back to the bench. “Stupid penalties won’t help us win the game, Davidson.”

      Phil shrugged and sat down beside me.

      Then I started in on him. “Phil, I’ve told you, stop protecting me. I can handle things myself. I take the number and get them later.”

      “Yeah, Kelly, like your body checks are going to hurt anyone.”

      “I’m fine. I don’t care if I take a hit if we can make a good play. We need to beat these guys, and you can’t let it get personal.”

      “Whatever.” Phil was ignoring me. He always did whatever he wanted.

      Coach Jerry knew exactly what was going on, so he switched up the lines. I was now playing with Marcus Craig and Andrew Lum. We would be a fast line, but not too much size. Jerry was trying to prevent Phil from taking any more dumb penalties.

      The game went back and forth: we’d get a catch-up goal, then West Van would score again. Late in the third period, the score was 4-4. Phil had gotten the tying goal, a beautiful blast from the high slot that seemed to freeze the goalie and then bounced in off the post.

      Then my line went out. Marcus brought the puck in and did a fancy no-look drop pass. I picked up the puck and dealt it cross-ice to Andrew and went right to the net. Andrew zoomed in and shot the puck hard but the goalie put his blocker on it. The rebound squirted out to me, and I shot right away. It went high, and the goalie reached for it but missed.

      Score!

      I threw my arms in the air. Marcus and Andrew grabbed me and we all cheered. Now we were ahead 5-4.

      After that, the whole team hunkered down, played great defence, and withstood a desperate drive by West Van as they pulled their goalie and fired everything they could at the net. When the buzzer sounded, we started whooping and piling on our goalie, Jim Mendez. But there wasn’t even time for a ceremony, because there was another game and the Zamboni was waiting to get on. We shook hands with West Van and filed off like any regular game. I went to the handicapped washroom to get changed all by myself. I felt a little lonely, but only for a moment.

      Wow, I had just scored the winning goal in a championship game! If that wasn’t a dream come true, I didn’t know what would be.
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            THE TANAKA SCALE

          

        

      

    

    
      After I took my gear off, I heard the assistant coach’s voice through the washroom door. “Kelly, come into the dressing room when you’re done. We’re all decent now.”

      Two seasons back, some of the moms decided that I needed privacy, and ever since I had to use the washroom to change. I hated it. I got dressed, shouldered my hockey bag and went down the hall. I knocked on the door but walked in without waiting, since it was so noisy in there that nobody could hear me anyway. The room stank, but the familiar odour of sweat and hockey gear made me smile.

      Everyone started yelling at once.

      “Tanaka!”

      “Here she is!”

      “Woooo, Sparky, great goal.”

      “She never scores, I guess she was saving it for the big one.”

      “You the man!”

      Some of the guys started throwing tape balls and squirting water at me. They were decent in that nobody was naked, but some guys hadn’t bothered putting shirts or pants on yet. Nobody cared about me seeing them since we’d known each so long. This was the part I really missed: being in the room after a game, joking around and making fun of each other. Getting changed with only the toilet for company wasn’t exactly the same.

      “Okay, calm down, guys,” Coach Jerry said. “Kelly, have a seat.” Phil shoved Marcus over and motioned for me to sit beside him. I sat down, happy to feel like one of team again. Jerry continued, “I wanted to say, congratulations to everyone here. You played like a team, guys. You outworked them and you deserve this. You worked hard all season and here we are. You’re all champions, so relish this moment.”

      Then Randy opened up the door, and a guy from the league walked in with this big silver trophy. Everyone started yelling again. I had this stupid grin on my face; I was pretty much wearing it ever since I walked in. Coach was right; you had to enjoy the moment. In all the years I’d played hockey, this was the first time I’d won anything real.

      We all shot the shit for a while, but our parents were hovering outside the crowded room, so we had to get going. I grabbed my bag and went to leave.

      Phil called out to me, “Wait, Kelly. Want to come out with us? Some of us were thinking of going to Boston Pizza now.”

      “I can’t. April and those guys are out there. We’re doing a sleepover at Karen’s.” Some of my girlfriends had come to watch my big game.

      “A sleepover? Can I come too? Please,” begged Marcus.

      “Don’t be a douche,” I advised him. “Chicks hate desperation.”

      “Okay, see ya later,” Phil said. “Are we still getting together tomorrow afternoon?”

      I nodded. We’d fixed up a time to go for a run or bike ride. I always felt kind of low the day after the season ended, so we had decided to set up something fun. But after winning, I felt great.

      Our parents were out in the hall, all busy reliving the game and bragging. I could hear my dad’s excited voice.

      “Kelly loved skating from the moment I put her on the ice. When we lived in Ottawa, she disappeared from the house one day. Molly and I were panicking since she was only five years old. We called all her friends, and nobody had seen her. Just before we called the police, I took a quick drive around the neighbourhood and I found her! She had taken her skates and hockey stick and she was playing hockey on this outdoor rink a block away. The kids there were all older, but they sort of knew her and didn’t think it was a big deal. She didn’t get upset until I made her get off the ice and come home!”

      Everyone started laughing, and I walked up to interrupt. “Dad! I can’t believe you’re telling that old story again.”

      It was totally embarrassing, but I gave him a hug anyway. He ran his own florist shop and worked long hours, so he didn’t get to come to a lot of games. He had taken this afternoon off specifically to watch my playoff game.

      “Kelly, congratulations on your big goal,” said Mrs. Elliott. “You really snapped that shot off quickly.”

      She was the team manager and a rabid hockey fan. In fact, most of the parents seemed to take the game more seriously than their kids. Usually I got a ride home with Phil, and his dad would spend the whole time analyzing what happened and which players needed to improve what skills.

      My parents knew dick-all about hockey, and that was the way I liked it. I put enough pressure on myself without having extra. In fact, my mom never came to games at all. She said the skating sound put her to sleep. But my dad came whenever he could, and especially on important days like today.

      I could see my three girlfriends waiting for me near the doorway. “Dad, thanks so much for coming to the game. I’m going out with my friends now. Can you take my stuff home?”

      “Oh Tak, all we are is chauffeurs for these kids,” one of the moms said, giggling.

      According to my friends, my dad was kind of good-looking, and he always seemed to be surrounded by all the blonde hockey moms. I could not see it myself; he looked like my dad. He was on the short side, Japanese Canadian, with thick hair and a constant smile. He did look at least ten years younger than everyone else, including my mom, but that was a genetic Asian thing.

      I gave him a kiss and passed my hockey bag to him. He grinned and put an arm around me. “No problem, Kelly. Congratulations on your championship win. You played really well, and I’m proud of you.”

      Marcus had managed to get out of the dressing room ahead of me and was chatting up my girlfriends. Some of my other teammates were hanging around nearby, goofing and showing off. I knew the guys wanted me to invite them along with us, but we had plans that didn’t include boys. The four of us took off for a coffee place on Marine Drive, before we went to Karen’s house.

      “Thanks so much for coming to my game,” I told them. April Lachance was my other best friend and not really a hockey fan, so it was really nice of her to come.

      “It was actually pretty exciting,” she admitted. Charmaine Leung nodded in agreement. She wasn’t a big hockey fan either, but they were my loyal buddies. We all supported each other, like me going to April’s ballet performance or Charmaine’s piano recital.

      “Is it hard being the only girl on the team?” Charmaine wondered.

      “Not really. If I keep my ponytail tucked in, sometimes I can get through a whole game without the other team knowing.” But I couldn’t deny that the guys were getting bigger and stronger each year, and I wasn’t—no matter how hard I hit the gym. Stupid testosterone.

      “Okay, tell me about the goalie,” Karen said. Karen Leighton was nice, but obsessed with guys. I suspected she came to check out the team, as well as cheer me on. She was a serial dater, but currently single. Not surprisingly, she was the one who told me my own dad was hot.

      “Oh, Jim Mendez. He’s actually two years older than us, and in grade twelve.”

      “And how does he rank on the Tanaka Scale?”

      The Tanaka Scale was something I invented when my friends started dating guys. I believed that you could tell how a guy would be as a boyfriend from how he played hockey.

      If a guy played dirty and hit behind the play or when the ref wasn’t looking, then he’d probably lie to you and cheat on you. If a guy was a total hot dog, a look-at-my-moves-type show-off, then he was going to be a selfish egomaniac. If he whined about the ref’s calls and his bad breaks, he’d be like Mr. Excuses. There was good stuff of course, but the key was not to get involved with jerks.

      Of course this was all hypothetical for me, because I wasn’t into dating yet. A guy would have to be a pretty amazing hockey player for me to be interested.

      “I don’t really know. Goalies are different ’cause they’re separate. I mean, most of them are kinda weird. But Jim’s not like that. If a goal goes in, he usually shrugs it off. But there was this one tournament game, and when this big goal got scored on him, he really went off on the d-man for screening him. Like screaming at him and—”

      I stopped because I could see that Karen wasn’t really listening. I talked about hockey way more than my friends liked. I got back to the topic of guys. “Well, as a boyfriend, I think he might be the kind of guy who doesn’t take responsibility. Maybe even a little psycho and unpredictable.”

      “Hmmm,” said Karen. “So probably no. Okay, new topic. Last weekend when I was leaving Park Royal, I saw Phil with this really hot guy. He was big and sort of blond, wearing a black jacket. Do you know who I mean?”

      “Probably Dave Vanderhauf. He’s one of Phil’s best friends, but he goes to another school. Handsworth, I think.”

      “Maybe it’s him. Is he totally cute?” Karen wondered.

      “I don’t know. I don’t find him cute.” Dave was okay, but he was definitely full of himself. He played rep hockey, and he always seemed to mention it within five seconds of any conversation.

      “Huge surprise,” said April. “Who do you find cute?”

      I scrunched up my nose and considered this. If I confessed that my nighttime fantasies usually involved me playing on Team Canada at the Olympics, I would probably get pelted with takeaway cups.

      “Um, Brendan Morrison is cute.” For an old guy anyway, he was, like, 24 or 25.

      “No.” April scowled at me. “Who do you find cute that doesn’t play hockey for the Canucks? Like a normal guy we know. Do you think Phil is hot?”

      “Phil? Phil Davidson? That’s gross, he’s just Phil.”

      “And you’re just blind,” said Karen. “Phil is not still your little buddy from grade four. He’s the cutest guy in grade ten. He’s totally hot with that dark hair, that gorgeous face, and that athlete’s body. And he’s into you. But if you don’t jump all over that, he’ll start dating someone else.”

      Charmaine piped up. She could see I was getting upset, and she hated conflict. “Kelly, that was a beautiful goal you scored. And the winning goal! You must be so excited.”

      I smiled at her. Charmaine was so sweet. I figured she wasn’t interested in guys yet either. I didn’t get why everyone was in this big rush to date and stuff. Life was confusing enough.
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            IN HOT WATER

          

        

      

    

    
      Phil Davidson

      

      The day after our championship win, I was getting dressed and looking at the trophy in my room. It was pretty fucking big. Everyone on the team was getting a turn with it, and Coach Jerry had chosen me first. He said it was because of my hard work during the whole playoff run, but I thought Kelly should have gotten it since she scored the winning goal. I was getting ready to go for a run with her.

      I liked Kelly—like, really liked her—and I had for a while.

      Kelly and I had been friends since we were ten years old. I could remember the exact day we met. It was the first hockey practice of the new season. Parents were doing up skates, and everyone was joking around and getting caught up.

      Then she walked into the dressing room, all alone. She was dragging an enormous hockey bag, and she stood in the doorway and looked at all of us.

      “Hi, I’m Kelly Tanaka, and if you guys are Atom C3, then I’m on your team.”

      She had a funny croaky voice. Her brown hair was short, and she was wearing a red t-shirt with a hockey logo and track pants. Some guys started moaning about having a girl on the team. But she laughed and said, “Don’t worry, I’m really good.”

      I couldn’t stop staring at her; she looked different from other girls. It was weird, but I remember thinking that she looked like sunshine. Maybe it was her energy or something.

      I moved my stuff over to make a spot for her. She sat down and started talking hockey with me. Right off, she was the easiest person to talk to. Some of the parents offered to help her with her equipment, but she insisted could do it all herself.

      “My mom has to look after my little brother, so she dropped me off,” she explained. And then she smiled at me, and I couldn’t help smiling back.

      Once she got out on the ice, she was as good as she had said. She was a fast skater and she had some skills. After practice, she was really amped. Her face was red, she had helmet hair, and she was talking a mile a minute.

      “Holy guacamole, you guys are really good. You’re way better than my team back in Ottawa. I bet we’re going to have a great season. Hey Phil, have you guys ever won anything—like a tournament or a championship?”

      I shook my head. Our team was good, but we weren’t the best.

      “My team came second last season. Sooooo close. Maybe this is our year, that would be cool, right?”

      I nodded. It felt good to hear her say that we were a great team. I noticed most of the guys in the room were also listening to her but pretending not too. Later in the season, she got the nickname Sparky, because she was the team spark plug. She was this little Energizer bunny, working her ass off and encouraging everyone to play their best.

      She was the last one to finish packing up her bag, but I wanted to keep hanging out with her.

      “You want to come over now? We could play some road hockey,” I said.

      “Wow, cool. I’d love to!” Kelly smiled at me again. And that was the start of our friendship.

      

      I could also pinpoint the day I started liking Kelly for real.

      It was a few months ago. For a while, I’d been noticing that she was developing physically, and I was changing too.

      One day, we went for a long kayak ride. It started raining on the way back, and we were getting chilled. After we put the kayak away, we ran up to the deck, and jumped in our hot tub to warm up. She didn’t have her bathing suit, so she stripped down to her sports tank and borrowed a pair of running shorts from me.

      “Holy doodle, this feels great.” Kelly sunk down into the water. “Really, it’s like everything good at once, we’re getting warm and the jets are massaging us.”

      She fully immersed herself for a moment. Then she brought her head up and made this noise, almost a moan, and I got a hard-on. Her eyes were closed, and I really looked at her.

      Lots of half-Asian girls are cute, but Kelly was all bright and energetic. When she talked, her whole face lit up. But now, when she was completely relaxed, she looked beautiful. Her face was kind of heart-shaped, with tanned skin, a few freckles, long eyelashes, and really full lips. And her body was hot, too. Kelly was strong; she went to the gym a lot, so she had great definition in her arms and legs. But she also had a tiny waist and this incredible ass.

      She opened her eyes and smiled at me. Luckily she had no clue what I was thinking, which was mainly about how I’d like to jump her, right there and then.

      “Look,” Kelly pointed down. “Your shorts are all billowy in the water.”

      For a moment, I thought she’d seen my hard-on, but she was pointing to the shorts that she was wearing. I really didn’t want to start staring at her crotch. I turned up the jets for camouflage and tried to think about something boring that would make my erection go down.

      “Ouch, I’m a little sore. Paddling is a great arm workout, eh?” Kelly started doing shoulder rolls, which made her tits stick out.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on everything I’d been studying for my Socials test. British Columbia has a resource-based economy. Important industries include agriculture, logging—

      My eyes flew open when I felt Kelly’s hand brush my forearm. “Jeez Phil, look at that big bruise you’ve got.” She leaned forward, and I could see down the front of her wet top. Concentrate, Davidson. Logging and… mining, fisheries.

      Kelly kept talking. “That was from the game Thursday, wasn’t it? I saw that a-hole slash you. Don’t worry, I got him back. Just a little whack on the back of the leg, but he felt it.”

      “Uh, thanks,” I said.

      “Is everything okay?” Kelly asked. “You’re so quiet.”

      “I dunno, I guess I’m a little tired.” How ironic was it that I couldn’t string two sentences together with the one person I’d always found it easiest to talk to?

      “No way! You’re always the ultra-fit one, while I’m trying to keep up. Maybe I’m getting fitter.” She leaned back against the hot tub and closed her eyes again.

      Fuck it. I gave up and just gazed at her. Even her arms looked hot, all defined with nice shoulders. As she breathed, I watched her tits rising and falling. Crap, my cock was getting so hard I was afraid it was going to breach the surface like an orca.

      And ever since then, things had been like that. Kelly being all cute and sweet and having no idea how hot she was, and me being a total idiot.

      I’d been holding myself back. I wanted to get with Kelly, but I didn’t know what she wanted. I knew she liked me, but I didn’t know if it was more than that. So I kept waiting for the exact right time to let her know how I felt.
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            KELLY’S FIRST KISS

          

        

      

    

    
      Phil and I decided to go for a run together around Rice Lake. It was one of those sunny February days that make you forget it had rained for two weeks straight. We rode our mountain bikes up to the lake, which was a pretty major workout in itself. Going home would be way easier because it was all downhill.

      “Good goal yesterday, Sparky,” Phil told me as we were locking up our bikes. Sparky sounded more like a dog’s name to me, but I had been called worse. I started getting ready to run, and took off my tearaways and put them in my pack. I turned around and found Phil checking out my butt.

      “Eyes up, Davidson.” I told him. “Have you never seen spandex before?”

      “Not stretched out like that,” he said with a grin.

      After everything Karen said about Phil yesterday, I was feeling uncomfortable and didn’t laugh off his comment.

      I stared at him, trying to see what a stranger would see. He did have great hair; it was thick and dark brown and fell slightly over his forehead. But his eyes were the nicest part of him, they were this neat hazel colour and they crinkled up when he joked around. He had a nice smile, but I could still remember when he wore braces. Body-wise, I already knew he was built, because I went to the gym with him and he could bench 250. But usually when I looked at his body, I was more envious of his upper body strength than thinking anything, well, sexual.

      I guessed he would be attractive to other girls. He certainly looked older than sixteen. I realized that once he started dating, our relationship would change. Maybe his girlfriend wouldn’t want him to hang out with me anymore, or maybe he wouldn’t want to be bothered. That would hurt. This boy/girl stuff was a real pain.

      I sighed loudly.

      “What’s wrong?” Phil wondered.

      “I wish things didn’t have to change. I wish we could keep the same team, the same friends, and everything the same.”

      “We’re getting older. We’ll be going off to university in a couple of years. Gotta think about the future, Kel.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.”

      I had a tendency to think about short-term stuff and not plan ahead: like concentrating on my hockey training, but never trying to figure out the best way to get on the radar of the women’s hockey people.

      When I was little, I figured I’d play in the NHL someday. It wasn’t because I was the best player, but because I improved every single season. Some guys stayed the same or even got worse. So, I imagined that I’d get better until I was the best. Stupid kid-thinking.

      We walked along the trail until we got to Rice Lake and then did a quick stretch. Our run took us around the perimeter of the lake. Phil was taking it pretty easy. With all his soccer, he was an excellent runner, and he could clean my clock in a race. I ran daily but short fast sprints. On weekends, Phil liked to take conditioning runs: long gentle runs to keep his endurance up, like today. Once around Rice Lake was about a kilometre; we circled it five times, and I was pretty beat.

      We cooled down a bit and then went off the trail to sit down in a small clearing by the lake. The lake looked so great, calm and ripply and full of dark secrets. That awesome post-workout feeling, that endorphin high, was coming over me, and I exhaled happily. Phil looked at me and smiled, so I could tell he was feeling the same way. He pointed out the purple bruises by my elbow and on my thigh.

      “Is that from yesterday?”

      “I think so.” I shrugged. I always had new bruises from hockey, and I never knew how they happened.

      He ran a finger along the thigh bruise, and I jumped. His warm touch on my skin made me feel a bit funny.

      I reached back into my pack for my water bottle. I took a long drink, and then squirted some on my sweaty face. I mopped it off with my sleeve.

      “Looks good,” said Phil. “Can I have some?”

      I didn’t know why I was feeling so immature today. I said sure, and then I turned around and squirted Phil in the face.

      He swore at me, and then he grabbed my wrists and twisted them until I dropped the bottle. I was laughing and trying to get my hands free. But Phil wasn’t laughing at all. I looked up into his eyes; they looked darker than usual, and he was staring at me. I felt almost scared of him.

      “Phil?”

      He was still holding on to my wrists, and he pulled me towards him. Then he bent his head to the side, and his face came closer and closer. I was frozen, and then his lips came down onto mine.

      At first, his kiss was only a touch, and I could barely feel the slightly chapped skin of his lips and his warm breath. Then he pushed his mouth hard into mine and opened up my lips. I couldn’t breathe, and a bunch of weird sensations came over me. There was this tiny part of me, below my tummy, that wanted to grab onto him and keep kissing him. But a bigger part of me wanted to knee him and shove him off me.

      After a long, uncomfortable moment, the shoving part of me won, and I pushed him away with both hands. Luckily for Phil, I held off on kneeing him.

      Afterwards, we looked at each other for one second or one eternity.

      “Uh.” I started giggling. Laughter was kind of a nervous reaction for me when I was out of my element.

      Phil smiled. “Kel? So, we’re good?”

      I shook my head. “No. Don’t do that. That’s not us. We’re buddies, we’re not… the other stuff.’’

      He looked upset now, and I felt terrible. “I’m sorry, Phil. I mean, you caught me off guard there.”

      “Well, I wanted to talk to you about it, but that happened instead. I like you, Kel. I’d like us to go out.” There was this hopeful tone in his voice that made me wonder for a moment if I should go out with him. I mean, I liked Phil and I liked hanging out with him. That kiss wasn’t completely horrible. But I really wasn’t into dating and making out and everything. In fact, thinking about it made me feel a little queasy.

      I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I’m not there yet.”

      Phil didn’t bother saying anything else. He stood up and brushed himself off. He turned back to face me, and his face had no expression at all.

      “We should get going,” he said, and he started down the trail without waiting for me. I ran up beside him, but even though we were side-by-side, we didn’t say a word to each other.

      I was confused, which was so unlike me. I usually knew exactly what I wanted. But Phil was the planner in our relationship. He decided we should kayak to Raccoon Island or snowshoe up Mt. Seymour; I always followed along and had a great time. So if he thought we should be a thing, was he right?

      I had just spent so much time around guys, at hockey and at family events where I was the only girl cousin. Guys were nice, but it was hard to take them seriously.

      Sometimes, I’d be with Karen, and she’d say stuff like, “I wonder what Greg is thinking about right now.” She would want me to say, “He’s probably thinking about you too, at this very moment.” But the truth was that Greg was probably thinking about eating some pizza, or kicking butt at some video game, or maybe nothing at all. He would think about Karen when he saw her, but not until then. I didn’t really get why girls made such a big deal about guys.

      We got back to the parking lot, and as we unlocked our bikes in silence, I tried to get things back to normal.

      “Phil, I’m really sorry. Are you mad at me?”

      He shrugged. “Kelly, stop apologizing. I thought maybe you felt the same way, but it’s no big deal.”

      “So, we’re still friends?”

      He nodded, but he looked pissed. Maybe Phil wouldn’t want to go back to the way things were. He was only a few months older than me, but more mature in so many ways: physically, mentally, and emotionally.

      A week passed after the weekend of our big championship win and our kiss, and I didn’t speak to Phil at all. Since hockey was over, we didn’t see each other at practices or games, and he seemed to be avoiding me at school. And I really missed him.
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            COUGARTOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      Phil

      

      “Lil bro, you need make yourself scarce tonight.” Ray had poked his head in my room.

      “Christ, Ray, have you not heard of knocking?” I was only playing the guitar, but still.

      “Yeah, good point. I don’t want to catch you jacking off. But I’m having a few people over, and you’re not welcome.”

      “Are you having a party? Mom will kill you if she finds out.” It was Friday and our parents had gone to Whistler overnight for a closing dinner with my dad’s work.

      “‘If she finds out’ being the key words. It’s not going to be a big deal and Viv’s going to help me clean up. Can’t you go over to Marcus’s or Dave’s for the night?”

      “You can’t kick me out of here. It’s my house too.”

      Ray scowled at me. “What is up your ass? You’ve been in a shitty mood all week.”

      I shrugged. Usually I was busy on the weekends, but I felt like staying home tonight. On the other hand, being upstairs while there was a party downstairs would be the complete loser life. So I called Dave Vanderhauf. We went down to the Cove for sushi, then came back to get my stuff before we headed over to his place.

      “Why don’t we go downstairs, just to check out the party? It sounds good.” Hoff suggested. You could hear the thumping bass and people laughing, even two floors up.

      “Ray doesn’t want us there.”

      “C’mon, P.D. We’ll just hang out a bit. Ray’s cool.”

      I shrugged, “It’s just a bunch of his friends. It’s not like a real party.”

      “It’ll be older women who are DTF. Not like girls our age.” Hoff had theories on women, and one was that the older they got, the more sexual they were. No science was involved in his thought processes.

      “Yeah, fat chance that’s going to happen. The last thing a girl in grade twelve wants is a guy in grade ten.”

      “I think we could pass.” Hoff looked at himself in the mirror and popped a bicep.

      I shook my head. “That might work at your school, but my school is small enough that everyone knows each other.”

      “Seriously, Davidson, you’re such an old lady tonight. Cheer the fuck up. Is this still about Kelly? Dude, you’ve got to move on. Show her what she’s missing.”

      Hoff could never understand my liking one person. He had a personal goal to raise his number into the triple digits. So far, it was stuck at zero—unless you counted handies.

      “It’s not about Kelly. I just don’t want to go, that’s all.” Now I wished I had called Kelly to hang out instead of Hoff, but things were a little awkward between us. I knew I’d made her uncomfortable, and I didn’t know if she’d even want to hang out anymore.

      He sighed loudly. “Okay, if you won’t crash the party, at least let’s take a few brews. That way if we end up gaming at my place, it won’t be a total write-off.”

      I nodded. Drinking sounded like a good idea.

      We were in the kitchen sticking some beer into my pack, when these two girls came in the front door.

      “Oh, hi,” the brunette one said. “We were knocking, but nobody seemed to hear us. I hope it’s okay that we came in.”

      Hoff nodded vigourously. “More than okay. Would you like a beer?”

      They smiled and walked over. They were cute, and I recognized both of them from school. Kayla Ford was the brunette, and Alex Fairbourne was the blonde. They were in grade twelve, like Ray and his girlfriend, Viv.

      Hoff popped the caps off the bottles and handed them to the girls. He passed me one too. Then he opened his and held it up. “Cheers, ladies.”

      They giggled and drank. “Do we know you?” Alex asked.

      “I’m Dave Vanderhauf. I go to Handsworth. Grade twelve,” he added.

      “Oh really?” Alex asked, “So I bet you know Marchesa Miller. She’s in ballet with me.”

      “Sure,” Hoff lied easily. “We’re tight.”

      “Gotcha,” Alex laughed. “There is no Marchesa Miller. Who are you really?”

      “Still Dave Vanderhauf, but I’m in grade eleven.” The guy was relentless.

      Kayla turned towards me. “I know you. You go to Seycove, right?”

      I nodded. No way I was going to try to bullshit her. “I’m Phil.”

      “You’re Ray’s little brother, aren’t you?”

      “Yup.”

      “It’s weird, you guys don’t look alike at all,” Kayla said, looking me over. Ray was fair-haired and took after our mom. I had dark hair like our dad.

      “They’re both cute though,” Alex giggled. I realized they had been pre-partying somewhere and were a little drunk.

      “That’s for sure,” Kayla smiled up at me. “So… Phil, I need to fix my top. I spilled something on it.” She pointed to a tiny spot on her sheer blouse. You could see her black bra right through her printed top. She had nice tits.

      “Okay, I’ll show you where the washroom is.” I led the way to the powder room. Behind me, I could hear Hoff moving in on Alex. “I play triple A hockey,” he said. “Are you into hockey?” She sounded less than impressed, and I felt sure he was going to strike out.

      Kayla peeked inside. “Um, this is a little small. Do you have a bigger washroom?”

      She seemed to be kind of a princess. I took her upstairs, and pointed out the guest bathroom.

      But it still wasn’t big enough. “Actually, could I get changed in your room?” she asked.

      “Well, I guess.” My bedroom was reasonably neat. We walked down the hall, and I opened the door for her. Kayla walked in and dumped her purse on my dresser.

      “Cute. So, you do a lot of sports?” She motioned to the various medals and plaques my mom had hung up in my room. Then she ran her hand over the big hockey trophy.

      “Yeah. Hockey, soccer, swimming, track.” I turned to leave.

      “Uh wait, Phil. One more thing,” Kayla turned her back to me. “Could you undo my necklace? It’ll wreck my top if the chain-thing gets caught.”

      She lifted her hair and again I could see the thin straps of her bra through her blouse. I could see her shoulder blades and the line of her back. I reached down and felt the warm skin of her neck. I undid the clasp and pulled off the necklace. She turned, and I put it in her hand.

      “Why, thank you.” Kayla was smiling again. “What a gentleman you are.”

      She stepped towards me and put both her hands on my chest. Oh man, I had a feeling she was coming on to me.

      “So, how old are you, exactly?”

      “Sixteen,” I replied truthfully.

      “Oh? So, sweet sixteen and never been kissed?”

      Well no, I had been kissed—just last weekend, in fact. Then Kayla pushed her tits up against me and kissed me. When she stuck her tongue into my mouth, I started to get hard, and I pretty much forgot about everything else.
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            STUD FINDER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my God! Look! No, don’t look.” April was having a spaz attack beside me as we walked to the caf for lunch.

      I looked anyway and saw Phil. Making out with Kayla Ford against his locker. She had her hands in the back pockets of his jeans, and their mouths seemed to be glued together. I felt my stomach drop about a foot. This was why I hadn’t heard from him in ages.

      “Jeez Louise! How long has this been going on?” I asked April.

      Maybe I spoke too loudly because Phil’s eyes opened and he saw me. April grabbed me by the arm and hustled me out of there. We didn’t say another word until we sat down with Karen and Charmaine.

      “I’m stunned. Literally stunned.” April’s eyes were wide, her mouth was hanging open, and she was fanning herself with her hand. Not surprisingly, she had a flair for the dramatic since she wanted to be an actress.

      Karen nodded. “Kayla Ford and Phil Davidson?”

      “Karen!” April said. “You knew, and you didn’t tell us?”

      “Please, I only found out last class. Of course, when a grade twelve goes out with a grade ten, it’s big news. Everyone is talking about it.” All three of them looked at me.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well, how do you feel about it?” April asked.

      “I’m surprised.” Well, I guess I was more than surprised; I felt a little hurt. I mean, Phil had told me he liked me only a week ago. Still, I got that I wasn’t being fair. If I didn’t want to go out with him, he could go out with whoever he wanted. But this fast?

      “You know, it’s weird. I know for a fact that more than a few girls have asked Phil out, and he’s always said no. I figured it was because he was really into Kelly,” Karen said. “But why Kayla Ford and why now?”

      April looked over at me. “Did anything happen between you and Phil? Did you guys have a fight or something?”

      I snorted. “When don’t we have a fight?” We argued a lot because both of us were stubborn and opinionated. But I hadn’t told anyone about the whole kissing thing. I figured that was private, and Phil wouldn’t want it out there. I certainly didn’t.

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Did something happen—like you know—happen happen?”

      “And the award for being completely vague goes to April Lachance,” I said, trying to deflect her. I needed time to think this over by myself. I realized that Phil had had this whole other life, where girls were asking him out and stuff. He had never said a word.

      “Someone’s a little touchy,” April replied. But she could tell I wasn’t into this, and changed the subject.

      However, I couldn’t escape the topic of Phil that day; everyone was talking about him.

      When I went to my group meeting for the Socials project, Marcus was babbling away. “Crap, can you believe how lucky he is? Kayla Ford is hot.”

      I slid into the chair beside Ryan Jones. “You really think so?” I asked. She was okay, but not super pretty.

      “Of course, she’s hot. C’mon, Sparky, girls can never tell when another girl is hot,” Marcus said.

      Ryan smirked. “That’s because we’re not looking in the same places.”

      I pulled out my notes, but Marcus kept going. “I heard they were in his bedroom for hours. The guy is legend now. He’s already got a new nickname.”

      “What’s that?” Ryan wondered.

      “Stud!” Marcus said, like it was some big accomplishment.

      “Where are you getting all this from?” I wondered. “Is Phil telling you?”

      “Nah, you know Davidson. He never brags.”

      Yeah, well, I thought I knew him, but today it seemed like everything I knew about him was getting turned upside down.

      “Can we get to work now?” I asked. They finally opened their books.

      Before last period, I was in one of the bathroom stalls when the door opened and a bunch of girls came in. They were being kind of screechy and I wasn’t really listening until I heard Phil’s name.

      “I can’t believe you’re going out with a guy in grade ten! That’s so weird.”

      “Open your eyes! He’s a total hottie. Right, Kayla?”

      I recognized Kayla’s voice then. “Yeah, he is hot. I had seen him around at school before. But you ladies don’t even know the best part—” She dropped her voice so I couldn’t hear what she said next. Whatever it was, all her friends started shrieking.

      I flushed the toilet and went out to wash my hands. They all glanced at me, then looked away and resumed their conversation.

      “He may not be that experienced, but he’s a fast learner,” Kayla said, and they all started giggling again. “And so good-looking, he’s actually cuter than Ray.”

      “Oh my God, don’t let Viv hear you say that. She’d kill you. But yeah, he is cute. It’s that body though, so hot.”

      “He also has a personality,” I blurted. I couldn’t help it, they were making me crazy.

      “Excuse me? I don’t think we were talking to you,” Alex Fairbourne said.

      “It’s just that Phil Davidson is a friend of mine. He’s a really nice guy; he’s smart and good at music, and he’s a great athlete. You’re making him sound like a piece of meat.”

      At least Kayla looked a little embarrassed, but the rest of them looked pissed.

      Melissa Crumb squinted at me. “Kelly, right?” I nodded. She grinned and said in a singsong voice, “Well, I think Kelly is jelly!”

      They all started laughing, and I left. If that was the kind of girl Phil wanted to date, good luck to him.

      After school, I walked home by myself and thought about Phil. I didn’t really like the idea of him going out with Kayla. On the other hand, if he wanted to do stuff like make out in the hallways, then I was more certain than ever that I wasn’t ready for him. I could not do that. Maybe I was a teensy bit jealous, but I was also a little pissed off that he was completely ignoring me now. But he was clearly enjoying himself, and I wasn’t going to disrupt that.

      

      Two weeks later, I heard that Phil and Kayla had broken up. I figured we’d start hanging out again, but I didn’t hear a word. Then Karen told me he was going out with Amber Lee. Even I could tell that Amber was beautiful. She was in grade eleven, so he was getting a little more age-appropriate.

      But he still didn’t reach out and I couldn’t stand it anymore. I went to his house and got him to come out for a walk. We went to Little Cates Park; it was always quiet there, and you could see a lot of boats. We sat down on a bench.

      Phil looked out at the water and didn’t say anything. He was still pissed at me, and I was going to have to do all the heavy lifting here.

      “I really miss hanging out with you, Phil. Now that you have a girlfriend, we don’t get to be friends anymore?”

      “Does it bother you that I have a girlfriend?”

      “Bother me? Well, yeah, in a way. Are you going out with girls that appreciate you?”

      “Sure, they appreciate me.” He smiled a little.

      “I mean—you—your personality, your mind. What a fun person you are, stuff like that.”

      “C’mon, Kelly. You don’t know jack about dating.”

      Well, we both knew that was true. “It’s not about my experience, it’s about what you want. Do you want to go with girls just for—” I couldn’t bring myself to say sex, because I didn’t know if he was having sex yet. If he was, that thought was disturbing in all kinds of ways. “Uh, physical stuff.”

      Phil snorted. “Let’s not go there. But if you’re so concerned about what’s best for me, why don’t you go out with me?”

      “We’ve already been through this. I’m not ready to do that yet.”

      He finally turned and looked at me. “I don’t get you, Kelly. We’ve known each other for years, and we have a great time together. Why can’t we go out?”

      “It’s not the same thing, Phil. Hanging out is not like going out.”

      “What’s the diff?”

      I started blushing. “You know what the difference is. In fact, you and Amber seemed to be giving a clinic in the hall last week.”

      “You don’t approve, Kelly?”

      “Well, I felt embarrassed for you. Private stuff should be private.” I thought he had looked like an idiot, and I was surprised he still had a tongue after she was done with him.

      Phil laughed. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll keep that in mind.”

      We sat there in silence for a few minutes. Then, as usual, I blurted out the first thing on my mind. “You know, it feels so weird. Like we’ve been together for so long, and now you’re going someplace and leaving me behind.” I didn’t add how sad that made me.

      “Kelly, if we went out—you wouldn’t have to do anything you didn’t want.” But as he said this, he put his hand on my shoulder, and I was totally conscious of his touch.

      “Phil, no, that’s not right. I mean, you’re the normal one here. You should be able to go out with girls and do whatever it is you want.” Which I apparently couldn’t even say out loud. How abnormal was I?

      Phil didn’t say anything right away, but then he made a face. “You’re going to go out sometime. I don’t want to have to see you making out with someone in the hall.”

      “Yuck.” Compared to Kayla Ford or Amber Lee, I was a ten-year-old in body and emotions. “That is so not happening.”

      “Like ever?” Phil asked.

      “Well, I guess I’ll go out someday.” Maybe when I was ancient, like twenty. Kissing Phil hadn’t been completely horrible, but it had scared me. My whole life, I was used to being in complete control of my body and relying on it to do what I wanted on the ice and off. It sucked to have my body start to have a mind of its own.

      Neither of us said anything for ages. A dog ran across the beach and chased away a seagull. The ocean was rippling lines of dark and light.

      “You know, Phil, if I did have to go out with someone, I wouldn’t mind going out with you.”

      “That sounds like a ringing endorsement, Sparky.” Phil was turned away from me, and I couldn’t see his expression.

      I put my hand on his arm, and he turned to look at me. He was frowning, and I continued.

      “I just meant, when I’m ready—and, well, if you were available—I’d ask you out. You’d be first on my list.”

      I felt pretty dorky saying this, but I wanted to clear up all the static between us. I didn’t feel the same way he did, but there wasn’t anyone anywhere I liked better.

      “Deal.” Phil smiled, a real smile this time.

      We walked down to the beach and pitched rocks into the ocean for a while.

      Phil looked over at me with a crooked eyebrow and a shit-eating grin. “When do you think you’ll be ready, Kel? Tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know, Phil. Definitely not for a while.”

      “I guess I could wait,” he said.

      “Well, I’d be worth waiting for.”

      We both laughed, and I could tell we were friends again.
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            INITIATION WRONGS

          

        

      

    

    
      September 2003

      Eighteen months later

      

      “I don’t want to play with girls,” I bitched to Phil.

      I knew I sounded like a five-year-old boy. We were in his family room, hanging out. We were still good friends, even though Phil had a steady stream of cute girlfriends. I didn’t think he got that serious with anyone though. Whatever, it wasn’t like I minded.

      I kept talking. “I can’t believe I won’t be playing on the same hockey team with you guys this season.”

      In the spring, Coach Jerry had spoken to my parents about switching me to girls’ hockey. He told them I might be a good enough player to have a chance at a U.S. college scholarship, but I needed to get seen by the right people. Which meant trying out for a girls’ rep team this year.

      “Me either.”

      Phil was playing his Fender guitar without being plugged in, but I knew he was noodling around and still paying attention to me.

      “You know, I figured we’d have a good shot at the championship this season. Ian McGuire would be our goalie, and you’d be our top centre instead of Alexander what-his-face. He is such a tool.”

      Phil nodded, but even he wasn’t into discussing hockey as much as I was. I had put the whole issue to the back of my mind all summer, but now that September had rolled around, I was starting to get worried. What was it going to be like, playing with a whole new team in a whole new league? New situations made me nervous.

      “Girls can be so bitchy sometimes. I hope that the team won’t be all cliquey and weird.”

      “I bet they’ll all love hockey as much as you do, and you’ll make some great friends. Plus I won’t have to worry about you being surrounded by guys all the time.”

      “Worry? I’m not interested in guys like that, so don’t waste your time.”

      “Just checking in.” Phil smiled. “Hey, do you want to hear the new song I wrote?” He was always writing music.

      I nodded. “How come you never write lyrics?”

      I would have preferred to hear him sing and play, because he had a cool singing voice. He sang other people’s stuff, but not his own.

      “I don’t know. Sometimes I want to, but it’s tough to get inspired the way I do for chords and stuff.” Phil plugged into his amp and started playing. I closed my eyes, listened, and relaxed. It was helping me take my mind off my worries.

      

      My hockey tryouts went pretty well. I ended up on the top female team on the North Shore, the Avalanche. It was a little weird because they had all been playing together for a while and I was the only rookie on the team. I wasn’t the best player, but I was definitely one of the better ones. Over the summer, I had really amped up my gym training, and it was paying off on the ice.

      My biggest issue had to do with hitting. In boys’ hockey, I was used to hitting. Here we were allowed to contact other players, but not to hit. What exactly was the difference?

      I took two penalties in our first game, and our coach, Peter Miller, went nuts on me. He was a screamer, not like Jerry.

      I found the whole game different: the passing was better, but the shooting was weaker. The goaltenders seemed to be better, but maybe that was because the shots weren’t so hard. Sometimes, I felt that the intensity was lacking. Boys would kill themselves to make a tiny play like keeping the puck in the zone, but girls seemed to be more in control. A little out of control was good in my books.

      Unfortunately, there was some girl-gang thinking in the room. The team’s captain, Laura Armstrong, was a really skilled player, an aggressive centreman with a powerful shot. She was also a capital B-Bitch, and she didn’t like that I had come in and taken the place of one of her friends. On the ice, if I was open, neither she nor her close friends would pass to me. Since she was a big playmaker, that was going to be a problem. It was pretty stupid, but the coach hadn’t noticed yet so I hoped it would get straightened out. I could care less if they snubbed me in the dressing room, but if I couldn’t make a difference on the ice, what was the point of even being on this team?

      One Thursday night, early in the season, the whole team was waiting at the arena because of some confusion with ice times. Laura decided that I needed to pass some random initiation rite.

      “We all did something when we were rookies, so now it’s your turn, Kelly,” she declared.

      Bullshit. I was willing to bet that Laura’s initiation was a handshake and a welcome to the team. I was also sure that she had cooked up some plan to humiliate me.

      “Initiation rites are a throwback to prehistoric times,” I said. “I’m not doing it.”

      “Well, if you’re afraid. It’s too bad that you lack the Avalanche spirit.”

      “I’m not afraid, it’s stupid. And what’s in it for me, other than looking like an idiot?”

      Laura frowned. “Why should something be in it for you? You’re part of a team and you should act like it.”

      “No, you should act like it. You’re the captain.”

      She really bugged me, all my life I’d been a team player but usually the team goal was about hockey wins and not popularity.

      “How do I not act like a captain?”

      “Well, like Sunday’s game. Late in the third period, I was wide open on the half boards, and you insisted on dishing off to the other wing. We lost the puck and a scoring opportunity. I don’t care if you like me, but on the ice you should use every player, that’s how we win.”

      Suddenly, there were some whispers and a bit of head nodding. Clearly I wasn’t the only one suffering from Laura’s selective ways. She flushed pink and then tossed her hair.

      “Okay, if you pass an initiation rite, I will pass to you more.”

      “Not just to me, to everyone when it’s right and not only your friends,” I insisted. April always called me the patron saint of lost causes, but this was a chance to make the whole team better.

      “Sure.” Laura started smiling, and I figured that she had a task in mind she knew I could not pass.

      “All right, fire away,” I said, crossing my fingers that I wouldn’t have to streak the rink.

      She pointed to the next sheet of ice where some guys our age were standing after their game. They were rep players, dressed in suits.

      “See that guy—the cute blond guy. You have to get him to kiss you, in front of us. And you have to get a date with him.”
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