

  [image: Cover]




V.L. Johnson

The Reasons We Do Things





  
    First published by Sask Girl Publishing 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by V.L. Johnson


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    V.L. Johnson asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Designations used by companies to distinguish their products are often claimed as trademarks.      All brand names and product names used in this book and on its cover are trade names, service marks, trademarks,      and registered trademarks of their respective owners. The publishers and the book are not associated with any      product or vendor mentioned in this book. None of the companies referenced within the book have endorsed the      book.

  

  
    No part of this work was done with AI. In fact, many works by many authors were used to train AI models, and as such AI actually resembles real human work, not the other way around. Please support artists in your community, not AI.


  

  
    First edition

  

  
    
      ISBN: 978-1-0673718-1-4
      
    

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  





  This story is for every teenager who felt like there was more.

There is.

Stay here for it.
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  Explosion

  
  




I woke up to yelling. Again. That’s how I knew it was Saturday. My parents were both home Saturday morning, which gave them plenty of time to disagree and then fight over something.

I slid out of my bed and tiptoed out into the hallway to my sister’s room. I peeked through the bars of her crib. She was awake and blinking at me, but she hasn’t cried yet. Maybe she had figured out mom and dad already.

I tiptoed over to the top of the stairs and sat on the top step, wrapping myself in a towel from the laundry basket sitting behind me because I was cold.

“Trent, you always do this! I have the exact same fight with you every weekend!” My mom yelled. I could tell she was trying to be quiet, but it wasn’t working.

“I don’t know what to tell you Jacks, that’s what I think. I’m the one in charge, and I make the final decision.”

My dad was not trying to be quiet.

“Oh, you’re in charge? I’m sorry, where were you while I raised kids and managed our household, Trent? Where were you when I had to discipline our kids, our daughters?!” My mom was crying now, but I knew better than to go to her.

For a long time, no one spoke, and I began to think it was safe to proceed downstairs for some cereal.

But then I heard my dad’s big work boots stomp across the lino of our tiny kitchen. I heard him pick up his jacket and keys.

He walked past the stairs, and looked up at me, sitting on the top step wrapped in my towel.

My dad didn’t even skip a beat. He kept walking like he saw nothing, and then I heard the front door slam as he left the house. My sister started crying in her crib.

I heard his old, loud truck start up and get quieter as it went down our tiny little street until I couldn’t hear it at all. I imagined I still could hear it out on the highway, on the breeze, but that was just me pretending.

My mom now stirred, stepping forward slowly into my view. Her hands were both covering her mouth, and she was crying. Her chest was moving like she was screaming, but no sound came out of her.

I shifted the towel around my shoulders, and she looked up at me on the step, realizing that I had been there for at least part of it.

“Oh, Emma! It’s okay. Daddy will be back later. Let’s go get your sister and we’ll go to Harvey’s for breakfast.” She climbed the stairs like she was climbing Everest and bundled me up in the towel and grabbed my hand. We went to get my sister and to stop her from crying.

That was the last day I saw my dad.

That was the last day I saw my mom cry.








  
  
  State of Shock

  
  




I shoved back as the girl backed into me. Her and her friends were goofing around, and she backed into me as I tried to carry my hot chocolate in one hand and my phone in the other.

She gave me a dirty look but said nothing. Better off that way.

I left the busy coffee shop, carefully switching my hot chocolate from hand to hand. This was the only reason, it seemed, that I get out of bed. My ritual, eight in the morning, super hot, super sugary hot chocolate. The thought of it alone gets me out of bed on Monday morning, which today was, unfortunately. I couldn’t remember a day when I didn’t have hot chocolate in the morning. It just was. 

I tucked my head in, and continued to school, passing all the cars and people on the street without thinking twice. I had walked this route so much, it was all the same. Same cars, same people, same me. At least, I liked to think so.

I walked into school, and was in class right on time, like every morning before today. And like every morning before today, I sat in the same desk, third row from the right, second one back from the board. The classrooms change, but I make sure I get that seat. It’s easy to remember, and I know exactly who I sit next to. Paige in front, Becca behind, Melissa to the right, and an empty desk on my left. Well, in this class that’s what it is. But in every class, there’s always that empty desk that seems to always be beside me. I don’t know why, but it’s there, and I’m okay with it. My backpack needs somewhere to sit too.

But today, as I set my binder on my desk and carefully put my hot chocolate down without spilling it, something was different. And it wasn’t that Paige was sick or anything, I’ve dealt with that kind of thing. I turned around, and the desk wasn’t empty anymore. There was someone there.

I stared at him for a moment, and when he looked back up at me, I turned away, and dropped my backpack on the floor for once in my life. Paige was sick, and Mel was telling me about how Julian was as well, so he wouldn’t be in my third or fourth period classes. Becca had her head down on her desk, a sure sign she had stayed up late last night gaming.

Mel grew silent, and turned around, so I settled into my desk, opened my book and took another sip from my hot chocolate.

“That smells yummy,” someone whispered quietly. I looked up, but Mel was still doodling on her notebook, and Becca was still asleep.

I looked around cautiously, and noticed the boy looking at my shyly. He nodded towards my drink, watching the steam rise out of the top. I was so shocked that I forgot not to look him in the eye, and it took me a moment to remember how to speak to people I don’t know.

“It is, I have a deal with the manager that if I get one every morning before school, his people will put extra mix and sugar and milk in for me.” I was about to look away and end the conversation, when he extended his hand to me.

My skin crawled. I don’t partake in camaraderie very well, and I don’t talk to strangers very well, but I wasn’t going to explain my social-phobia to him right now in the middle of English class.

I slowly took his hand and he shook it once, strongly. 

“My name is Liam Wright,” he looked at me for a beat, and then I remembered.

“Oh, my name is Emma Hall,” I tell him, hoping the new kid niceties are done.

“Why do you sound apologetic about that?” He asks quietly, a snicker in his voice.

“What do you mean?” I look around to Mel and Becca, hoping one of them will see me floundering and come to my rescue. Either they’re oblivious or they’ve tuned out on principle. Let her make a new friend, they’d say. It’s good for her, they’d say.

“You sound like you’re apologizing for existing or something,” he shook his head, “why would you apologize for that?”

Unfortunately, the teacher chose that moment to bring the class to attention, and I didn’t get to find out why. 


I went through my second period French class to find him in that same, regularly empty spot, with Micah and Taylor taking my front and left respectively. 

He was not in my third period, so I was breathing easily for fifty five minutes. I don’t know why I don’t want to see him; I guess it was just so weird to have someone I didn’t know talk to me. It was disturbing my pattern.

And in fourth, he ignored me. At least in French, he had smiled and waved, and then gone on talking to some other people he had met. He was a natural people person, but he seemed to not know it fully. He loved talking to people, but he’d glance away or twiddle his fingers, not fully wanting to be there.

I envied his more natural ability to talk to everyone. I wish. My life ran on ritual and habit, and that did not include talking to random people every day. I had my friends and my family. 

So again, what made him different? Every other new kid had ignored me, even if they were placed next to me. In the course of the week, they’ll have changed seats to be next to someone they had become friends with. Again, that desk would be empty.

After school, I was silently getting ready to walk home, again, in a habitual way. Books out of backpack, lunch kit in, coat on, toque, left mitt, right mitt, run down of the day as to what homework I have and if I have the right books, grab house keys from hook in locker, go home. In that order, every day. I had to, or I forget things. 

But again, in the middle of my homework list, that voice, that kid, disturbed my pattern.

“So where do you live?” He was leaning against the locker next to mine. 

I had thought by now he would have made different friends and given up on me. I had friends; not that we were exclusive, but I wasn’t exactly warm, either. My friends even say that sometimes I can be cold and distant. So to an outsider, I’m untouchable. A satellite on the other side of the universe.

Again, a beat of silence before I remembered where I lived, another before I could get it out of my mouth.

“Over on 35th. It’s a walk, but it’s not that far.” I continued on my list, thinking he’d just move on.

“I’m close to there, I’ll walk with you.” He waited patiently as I finished thinking through my pattern, and then left with me, just like that.

One day, and all of a sudden, I could feel my pattern being messed with.


On the walk home, again, pattern. I know of three different routes to get home. The one that goes by my coffee shop, the one that goes by the bakery, and the one that goes close to the highway. The first is for going to school, the bakery one for every day going home, and the highway one for if I need to get home fast.

I started on the bakery one and he followed quietly. I thought that maybe now that we weren’t forced together at school, he’d quickly lose interest in this friendship business and realize that I’m not the kind of person he wants to be friends with.

But he started a conversation instead. One I tried not to help. He just kept talking, and I couldn’t help but join in.

He talked about where he moved from, his family, his friends, people he liked, people he didn’t. I listened quietly, thinking that if I say very little, he’ll stop talking. But no, he just started to ask me questions. 

“What do you like to do in your spare time?” He looked at me from the corner of his eye, his breathe coming out in little white puffs.

I was silent for a moment. Why does he want to know?

“I noticed your drawings on your notebooks; I thought maybe you like to draw.” He waited. For some reason, I think he knew I had to respond to that.

So quietly, I said, “they’re not mine.”

“Really? Who drew them then? They’re really good.” His praise was of no concern to me.

“Julian drew them. He does that. A lot.” I reprimanded myself for letting him in a little bit. Julian only drew for us, my friends. He took art, but he begged and pleaded every year that his artwork not be published or hung up around the school.

“I noticed his name written beside them.” I felt like this statement was him admitting to asking me a question he knew the answer to. He knew I hadn’t drawn them, but he asked anyway.

I don’t want him to know where I live. I’m sorry, but I don’t. So I stop a few houses down, and say, “this is me.”

He doesn’t even look away from my eyes, which creeped me out.

“No, it’s not.” He continued to look at me, as if waiting to crack me, but he doesn’t know. You don’t crack me. My shell’s too hard.

I stare him down.

“Why don’t you believe me?” I ask out of curiosity.

“Because you kept staring way down the street, and then stopped abruptly right here. I don’t know what was going through your head, but I don’t think this is where you live.”

I silently curse myself. Of course. But why would he notice where I’m looking? It doesn’t matter, not to him.

Apparently, there is only one person on earth who can crack me.

I whipped my body around and continued on with him following, chuckling the entire way. I angrily swiped my pale blonde hair out of my face.

He asks me more questions on what I like, but I don’t say much, I don’t want to support him. He needs to find friends that aren’t me at this school, in this town. He can even befriend my friends, which would have been okay, but not me. This was not okay for me.

I stop in front of my house this time. I quickly turn to walk up the steps, whispering a barely there goodbye to this strange new kid named Liam. I had one foot on the sidewalk, one in the air, when he did the unthinkable.

He hugged me.

I freeze, my mind going blank. No one does that. No one. My friends aren’t big into hugs, and my sister would rather eat shards of glass. I only hug my mom. 

I didn’t know what to do.

And he smelled so good.

So I endured it, and then hurried up the steps, mind still blank. He waved goodbye, and walked back the way we came. I stood in the porch for ten minutes, watching his retreating figure. 

I could still smell him on my coat.


That night, I checked the weather for this weekend, a rare bubble of excitement rising in me as I see that it’s going to be minus twenty with a chance of snow on Friday, and then clear and minus fifteen on Saturday. 

Like every night, I went to bed knowing my homework was done, the dishes were done, and my room was tidy.


The next day at school, I was completely ignored by Liam. He talked to the people around him, and didn’t even look at me. I sat staring at him for the better part of an hour thinking that maybe he moved on like I thought he would. He found other people he was friends with, and he’ll soon be moved like all the others, out of my life. 

I turn to Paige, who is looking marginally better, and start chattering to her about the homework she missed.

Life goes on. I knew it would.

So why does it bother me that he ignored me?


That night was my turn for dishes, so I did that dejectedly at around eight in the evening. I didn’t want to go to bed, and I didn’t want to go to school tomorrow and have to sit beside him while he ignores me. It seemed like he was going to attempt, and I should be fine with him quitting, but now I keep worrying about it.

Am I not good enough? Is that it?

I went to bed, questioning things I’ve never even thought of before. And I’ve thought of many things before as I laid in the dark on my bed in the basement.


I stood in line again, eight in the morning like usual. The regulars were in there, and the manager was going around and saying hello to everyone. He stopped in front of me and asked about my sister and my mom, shook my hand, and moved on.

I finally made it to the counter, and accepted my regular, already salivating over the smell of chocolate and sugar. I pulled out my wallet, but the girl waved it away.

“It’s already paid for,” she said. I looked at her with a confused look on my face. My chocolate was never prepaid. Ever. I always had exact change on me. Two dollars and forty seven cents. I had it in my wallet right now.

“Who paid for it?” I asked, wondering if my mom had stopped in for one of her rare coffee runs. But she never paid for my morning one before.

“You’re actually in luck. He’s still here.” She silently pointed to a corner by one of the big, expansive windows, where I could just see the back of someone’s head. I could just see the brown tails of his hair sticking out from under his toque.

“Thanks,” I told her, and headed over to the table. I feared that I was right as to the identity of the mystery person.

Sure enough, when I sat down, there he was, sitting across from me. His brown hair poking out from under his green toque, laying over his blue eyes and casting them in shadow.

“Liam,” I started, and then let my disapproving tone say everything.

He refused to hear my tone. He stared at me and finally said an annoyed, “yes?”

I blew out a long sigh.

“You can’t do that,” I huffed, motioning to the cash register.

“Why not?” He asked innocently.

I pulled out my wallet and gave him the two dollars and forty seven cents. Well, “tried” would be more accurate.

“No, keep it. Use it tomorrow.” He tipped his cup towards mine. “Cheers.”

I just stared at him.

“Can I walk you to school?”

“Are you gonna ignore me again?”

He put on a look of mock outrage.

“Ignore you? When did I ignore you?” I felt kind of hurt that he had to ask.

“Never mind.” I got up and left, not wanting to have to deal with this so early in the morning.

He followed so fast; I thought chairs were going to go flying.

Oh, now I’m your best friend, I thought darkly. 

“So, what are you doing this weekend?” He asks me to start the conversation.

“Nothing,” I say flatly. I’m not telling him my plans.

“Got anything going on this evening?” His new tactic was just as bad as the first.

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“Oh really? Hot date or anything?” He smiled at me and wiggled his eyebrows.

“No,” was all I would say to that stupid question. I don’t date.

Thankfully we reached the school, and the warmth it brought with its industrial sized heaters. I shucked off my coat and proceeded to my locker to grab my binder. I watched him go to his locker on the other side of the school and smiled internally. I was successful in getting rid of him. For now.

Class was another matter. He chattered easily with Paige and Mel, and had a much whispered, very urgent argument with Becca about the best warfare video games. I felt very left out. I doodled on my notebook, and dreamed of being anywhere but here.

Second period was an adventure, as we had to have partners for an assignment. Assigned partners. I shuttered at the mere uttering of the words. I hated not being able to pick my partner.

But thankfully the teacher had taken notice of me these last three years in the fact that I don’t talk to people I don’t know. Ever. So she put me with Micah, hoping I’ll participate, and he won’t fail.

We got halfway through the assignment, but then Micah started acting like his goofy self, and making me laugh and I tried to not be loud, but sure enough, we were drawing glares from the whole class. C’est tres mal.

The teacher had to come over several times, and reprimand us, telling us to settle down and do the rest of the translations. Micah and I just ended up laughing, and we really didn’t get much done.

Between second and third, Liam caught me in the hallway to ask about the homework, and I just started chuckling.

“What’s so funny?” He said, looking around at the other students.

“Oh, nothing,” I waved it away, and went to my third period math class. It was very quiet in the class with Julian gone. He always livened up class. At least, for me he did.

Lunch and fourth were the same as third. Boring and slow with Julian gone, and Mel, Paige, and Taylor gone home. Becca and I sat alone together in the hallway eating our dismal sandwiches. Fourth period was terrible and I eventually made it to fifth in a less than a friendly mood. I flipped through my science text book in a daze, dreaming of being home. Dreaming of getting away.

But as I walked out of class, my binder was wretched from my arms, and my backpack was slid off my shoulders. I almost screamed. Almost. I had the presence of mind to stay calm and find out what happened.

There stood Liam, by bag slung over his shoulder and my binder in the crook of his arm.

“Can I help you? The answers to the French homework aren’t in there.” I felt like I should make an attempt to take my stuff back, but his face and the fact that he was like a foot taller than me made me falter.

Long story short, he waited for me again, through my pattern of coat, toque, left mitt, right mitt, homework, books, etc. He walked me home, which right now I wish he hadn’t. It had just snowed the night before and there was fresh powder on the ground. And I had to stop myself several times from kicking it around, and smiling and laughing too much.

Except he did something I didn’t expect. He called me on it.

“Why do you do that?” He said, smiling as my grin fell again.

“Do what exactly?” I asked as innocently as I could, but I knew what he was talking about.

Instead of answering, he stopped me, and scooped up a big handful of the powder from someone’s front yard, and sprinkled it over my head. I couldn’t help but smile as the cold flakes settled on my eyelashes and my nose. I stared at him, an annoyed smirk on my face. I didn’t know how to react. He was pushing boundaries my friends just lived with. He blew the rest of the flakes in his hand into my face, and I closed my eyes.

I picked up as much snow as I could, and hurled it at him. His face immediately broke into a smile and he covered his face as the wetness landed on him. I smiled, and as the snow fight escalated, I started laughing. Harder and harder, until my ribs hurt and we were both sitting in the snow.

I was already soaked, and now the minus fifteen was getting to me, I sat there as my laughter died, rubbing my hands together trying to warm my mitts up. I went to stand up to go home to a warm house and dry clothes, but he did it again. He pulled me into his warm side and hugged me. No, this wasn’t really a hug; it was me leaning on him, and him supplying warmth. It wasn’t an awkward side hug or anything, but we sat there for a moment, my head on his shoulder, and his big, warm, strong arm around my shoulders, warming me up again.

I remembered that this boy wasn’t really my friend, and I had to get home, and a million other things that made me jump up, and scoop my bag off the ground. I was two steps away before he called after me.

“Emma, see you tomorrow?” I don’t know if it was a question or a statement, but it felt final, and I didn’t know how to respond. It turns out I didn’t have to. He was already walking away.

Apparently no one was going to see me tomorrow. I got home and had a cold, so my mom let me stay home in my pajamas all day, sneezing and sniffling. I took up residence on the couch with a tissue box and my favourite movies at seven in the morning when my mom left for work. My sister went to school, and Paige was texting me frantically wondering where I was. I sent one word to Paige that explained it all.


Sick


I put in the first movie on my stack and cuddled under a blanket. It wasn’t too soon that I was startled out of my movie watching stupor by the doorbell. I went to the door and found sitting on the porch, a hot chocolate with a note taped to it. It said everything.


I’m sorry. This is my fault.


I wish it had been a text so I could tell him that no, it wasn’t. It was mine.



Friday. Friday is amazing. Like the weather channel said, it snowed beautifully all day at a brisk minus twenty.

I made sure to wear my coat and a sweater, as my cold was not completely gone, but a heavy dosage of Nyquil put a huge dent in it.

He wasn’t there. He wasn’t in any classes. I shouldn’t care, I know I shouldn’t. We were casual acquaintances, or so I tell myself. I didn’t want to care about why he wasn’t there.

I held onto the one thing that was a bright spot. 

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow would be awesome, and nothing could ruin it.

I was so excited for tomorrow, that I forgot the homework for French in my locker, which Micah was not happy about. He had been counting on me.

But when he asked what I was doing tomorrow and if I was busy, I said yes, and didn’t elaborate.

We all knew what “busy” meant for me on a snowy winter Saturday.


I woke up to beautiful, clear sunlight shining in my window. I was so excited that I woke up at seven and couldn’t wait. I scribbled a note to my mom, and hurriedly put my stuff on. Again with the pattern.

Ski-pants, boots, sweater, neck warmer, toque, coat, helmet, left mitt, right mitt. I clomped out to my garage and opened the overhead door.

My town was still small enough to allow some things. Like snowmobiling around town. When they ban that, I’m moving.

I made sure I had my wallet with some cash, my cell phone and my house keys. I pulled the cord and heard it turn over once, twice, three times. Soon I had it running and humming at a nice one thousand RPMs. I swung it around and pointed it out the garage.

I revved her up, and drove her out. I had to wait for the garage door to close, but then I was home free.

To warm up, I did a few rips out in front of town, going back and forth making tracks, but when it came to be about breakfast time, I stopped at my coffee shop for my eight in the morning hot chocolate. Because it was a special day, I had a breakfast muffin with it. I sat in the back corner staring out the huge windows to the snow, making sure no one steals my sled. Nothing can ruin this morning. Nothing could ruin this day.

Jingle, jingle, jingle. Except maybe that.

I looked over at the door. Who else is up this early?

Of course, my personal demon, Liam, strolled through the door and asked the lady for a large coffee and a bagel. It seemed he didn’t know I was here, but he asked the lady while she made his coffee “whose machine that was”, and she replied that “why doesn’t he ask the owner?” and, how handy dandy, she pointed him to me.

The look on his face was priceless. That look of disbelief mixed with respect.

He set his coffee and bagel down in front of me and looked between me and my helmet. The glossy red and black design reflected the light like a proud little traitor. It didn’t help that it matched my red and black sled. 

“Really? You?” He asked.

I just nodded, my face going red.

“Never would have guessed. You seem so quiet and calm.” I’m pretty sure he meant that as a compliment.

I chewed my muffin slowly, hoping he’ll run out of questions and leave.

I don’t know how his next question endeared him to me so much to warrant the rest of the story I’m going to tell you, but he looked at me with his clear blue eyes and said one thing that changed my world.

“Can I go with you?”


I don’t know when the decision was made, or even if it was a decision at all, but after that whole volatile week, sitting there in that warm coffee shop, we started talking, and he started getting real answers. We probably sat there for an hour having a chat, but he started to actually see me. The me I hide. The me I don’t let people know.

“Why do you own a sled like that?” He started with.

I shrugged. “It was my dad’s. He left it for me.”

“Did you get my hot chocolate on Thursday morning?”

“Yes I did.”

For a moment he just stared at me.

“Why do I feel like you’re not telling me everything? Like you’re trying to hide stuff?”

I was so dumbfounded that he was so blunt; I said the first thing that came to my mind.

“Because I am.” 

“Yeah, well, get over that fast,” was his response as he lounged back on his chair. He raked his fingers through his hair, making tendrils cast shadows over his eyes. The whole gesture was adorable and made my heart leap into my throat. I stuffed it back down. 

He was just getting on a roll. He kept asking me question after question. Giving me only enough time to answer with whatever came to mind, and that’s not good. I generally tell the truth when pressed. It’s something my mother likes to exploit. Good thing I had gotten good at thinking on my feet. He got very noncommittal answers mostly, or generic answers. It wasn’t like he was asking insanely personal questions either.

“Where’s your dad now?” He whipped out, and for once, I didn’t answer at all. Not even an “I don’t know”. What happened to all the “what’s your favourite colour” type questions?

We sat in silence, and after a moment, he reached across the table like he wanted to comfort me. I pulled back.

“Next question,” I replied.

I ended up telling him that I’m eighteen, live with my mom and sister, have a huge, strange family, and have never been farther than the provincial border. I’m home grown. I own a sled and a truck to pull the sled, but I walk everywhere. I read only good books and write only good stories and can’t draw outside of cartoon smiley faces. I didn’t tell him some of my darker secrets, but he pried out of me basically everything my friends know. Which is a lot compared to what I’d prefer people know about me. Which is nothing.

The more I talked, the more I wanted to get to know him. Eventually I started the questions, my interesting growing with every answer and thing I learned.

He was seventeen, a year younger, but just in some advanced classes due to traveling a lot and taking school in many different places. He had never ridden a sled in his life, something I was determined to change. He had never had deep relationships, being a natural people person and befriending everyone (that was one I sort of inferred. His actual answer was that he was outgoing). He had two brothers and one sister and also came from a family with no dad. I could relate. Both our father issues were touchy topics, and we didn’t dwell on them.

When nine o’clock hit, we headed to my house to get him outfitted for a sled ride.

“So I usually go out on some of the trails out around here, but if you want, I can cut my trip short and you can just go for a short spin.” I talked while I was pulling down an extra helmet for him. He was pulling on a pair of my dad’s old ski-pants and jacket and searching through the big, old, banged up sled tub of mitts and toques.

“No, no. Don’t change your plans on account of me.” I helped him on with his helmet and went into my house to get food for lunch, as I usually was gone all day, and he said don’t change plans. So I didn’t. I told my mom that I was taking a friend, and she said that’s nice, and who is it?

“Oh, it’s a new friend. I just met them. They think my sled is cool, and they wanted to go for a ride.” I hope she trusted me enough to go along with it.

When I went out, I guess he didn’t know what my plan had entailed.

“Lunch? We’re going to be gone all day?” He looked a bit wary.

“I can come back early and drop you off, don’t worry. I’m usually gone all day and am back in time to stop for supper in the town over. I do the last leg in the dark because there’s less sleds on the trail and more stars in the sky.” I instantly regretted telling him all that. He only needed a yes or no.

But he had this quizzical look on his face, like I had proposed a challenge, and he was going to accept.

“Let’s go!” He shouted, mock enthusiasm on his face.

“Okay…”

I started the machine and idled on out of town.


About ten minutes out, I decided to shorten the trip anyway. The sadness that brought in the form of my stomach revolting against me made me wonder why I felt that way. I didn’t even like the kid, I found him impulsive and annoying, and he didn’t fit into my pattern, so why does the thought of not being able to spend the whole day, as apposed to the next hour, with him make me depressingly sad?

I felt incredible awkward with his arms around my waist, holding me tight, made all the more terrible by the blush it brought to me cheeks, and the butterflies that invaded my stomach. I finally had to stop and take a break, plus my back has started to hurt from having him lay against it.

I pulled off the groomed trail, and killed the engine. 

“What are we doing?” Did I detect a bit of an upset tone in his voice? He couldn’t like sledding that much. It’s hard on a first timer. I remember that my throttle thumb hurt for a month after, just from going for a long time without stopping. It can’t be easy on him.

But no, he jumps off the sled and looks after me when I walk a bit away from it, and look out across the prairie. I pull my helmet off and breathe in the sharp, cold air and remember who I am and who he is. This is nothing. This doesn’t mean anything.

I trek back to the sled and put my helmet on the seat and strip off my coat and take a moment to stretch my back.

“Can I drive?” He asks from his seat on the snow behind me. I stop mid-stretch and glare at him.

“What? Can I? Don’t look at me like that,” he shies away from me as my glare does not decrease in intensity.

“I guess…as long as you listen to me and don’t go too fast. You’ve taken driver’s ed?” He kind of looks at me strange now, trying to figure out what that has to do with anything.

“Yes, I have.” He waits patiently for my answer. 

I heave a big sigh, and say, “fine, but be careful.”

He jumps up and now is very impatient and jittery as I put my coat and helmet back on. I show him how to start the sled and where the kill switch is. He carefully gets on, and then looks up at me as I have another moment of indecision. If I get on that sled behind him, and wrap my arms around his waist, I know exactly what’s going to go on inside me. Those butterflies will wake up and try to escape again.

But on the other hand, I can’t stay out here forever. Sooner or later we’ll have to drive back.

So I get on carefully and realize quickly that I have to hang onto him or I’ll fall off. I slowly wrap my arms around his waist, feeling his core muscles tensing as he uses them to stay on the machine. I could also tell from my precarious position that his arms were well muscled as well, and I bet he works out almost everyday. 

I shove those thoughts out of my mind, hoping against hope that what I’m thinking is just the sun beating down on me, and my lack of substantial food today. 

My thoughts completely end when he actually decides to go fast. He had been idling pretty slowly since we started, but now he’s gained some confidence and is pushing the throttle more. I squeeze him tighter and pray that he’s a competent driver and that my sled will be okay.

My thoughts started a full on war as half of me wanted to let go of him and get away from him because I can feel the tell tale signs of a crush forming in my mind, but the other half wants to hold on for dear life, and this may be the only time I get to hold onto him like this in my life. So I kept my arms around him.

All of a sudden, he hit the brakes, none too softly, and we sort of started skidding in the snow.

I whipped my face shield up and started yelling at him.

“What’s going on?!?”

“I don’t know!”

“Why are you stopping?!?”

“I can’t go down that!”

“Why not?!?”

“Look at it, Emma!”

“I’m looking!”

I reached around him and hit the kill switch, well aware that we were in the middle of the trail.

“Got off,” I huff as I slide off myself.

He slouches off, not really understanding my tone. I get back on.

“Are you gonna walk down the hill, or are you going down with me?” 

He seems to deliberate a bit, but then quietly gets on behind me, holding me even tighter than before.

He was right, the hill was very steep. I can understand his fear, having only driven a snowmobile for about ten minutes. I’ve driven for ten years, and this hill was kind of freaking me out.

Nonetheless, I bucked up my courage, lowered my head, and went for it. It was stupid, we should have turned around. If I was being honest with myself, I shouldn’t have let him come at all. I could feel his arms through my jacket like I wasn’t even wearing it. Like everywhere his body touched mine it was burning me.

I peaked over the top of the hill, looking all the way down to the bottom and feeling my stomach flip, which didn’t accommodate the butterflies well. Why, oh, why did I let him come?

We tipped over the top and went down all the way. I didn’t have to use the throttle or anything; we picked up enough speed with our momentum. I was hitting the brakes before I hit the bottom, but I couldn’t see exactly which way the trail goes. This trail was not one of my usuals, though I have driven it before, but with the different winters and the fresh snow, I don’t know the precise location of the trail anymore. 

We over shot and I saw tell tale signs of the trail going left, but we weren’t going to make it. I took evasive action. I revved the engine, told Liam to hang on tighter, and planted my feet. Liam almost suffocated me to death, but I managed to breathe.

I wrenched the steering bar to the left hoping I don’t catch anyone’s tracks, and ploughed into the untouched piles of the white stuff in the bowl of the valley.

I was thanking God that my dad had left me an nine hundred, because if I had a five hundred, we wouldn’t have made it. That snow was easily five feet deep straight to the dirt underneath, and I could feel the track wanting to bottom out. I could feel Liam breathing hard as his heart raced.

The good thing was, I was very good at driving through this type of snow, and I enjoyed it to the max. We don’t get much powder out here; it usually freezes hard the next day. I watched the snow fly past us and come up over the front and fly into my face. I may have let out a laugh every now and then.

I finally found the trail, and got back on it. Liam tapped me on the shoulder, telling me to stop for a moment. I pushed my visor back and turned around to him. With the helmet pushing his hair down, I could just see a spark of blue in the shadows. 

“Don’t do that!” He exclaimed, vaguely motioning to the mess I made of the snow.

“Why ever not? Scared?” I raised an eyebrow at him, waiting for him to realize what he was saying.

“Never mind. By all means, continue.” He waved his arm out towards the snow before us off the trail.

“No, I was thinking of going home now actually.” I turned around to start the sled again.

“No, let’s go a bit farther. And can I drive again?” He grabbed my arm; again I froze and stared at his hand on me. I don’t know if he sensed my awkwardness or just felt the need to stop me from going was no longer needed, but he removed it soon after.

“Okay, but only for a bit. I want to go home.” I want to wrap my arms around him again, but I’m not going to admit that. It’s a miracle I just admitted it myself.

We switched again, and I let him start it up. He did it on one pull, and I was kind of jealous. Usually it takes me two or three. 

Turns out, I let him drive all the way back to town. That was a good half hour, and another twenty minutes of him trying to find my house. I spent the whole time with my arms wrapped around his waist, and my head lying against his back.

Against my wishes, I was sad to get off the sled in my garage and watch him leave to go home.


That afternoon, having cut my trip short and gotten home at around lunch time, I decided to text some of my friends and see who’s hanging around. Turns out Julian was feeling better, and Micah was bored at home, and Taylor and Paige were hanging out at Mel’s house already, so we planned on meeting at the local burger place, Harvey’s Fries and Things. Twenty minutes later, I was on the sidewalk, two meters from the door as Julian showed up.

“Bro!” I yell and run to him.

“Dude!” He says and opens his arms. I guess I lied by omission. I hug Julian. 

I jump into his arms, and squeeze him until my arms hurt. He’s laughing in my ear, and we’re rocking back and forth together as the others show up. I’ve always loved Julian’s hugs. They’re warm and soft, and he always smells like cinnamon, thanks to his mom. She’s constantly baking, and usually adds cinnamon because everyone in their family has an addiction to it.

I could just touch the ends of his blond hair. He’s so much taller than me. Then again, all of them are. I’m the shortest in my group of friends, a fact they never let me forget. Micah comes screaming up in a sweater and flip flops. He had shorts on, and I’d bet my ten dollars that he was wearing a pajama shirt.

“Micah, you just woke up, didn’t you?” I laugh and herd him into the warm building.

We take a section of tables in the back where no one is sitting so that people don’t throw us dirty looks as we laugh too loud.

Harvey’s makes the best burgers in the province, ask anyone. They have really good chocolate milkshakes too, and I always make sure I get one when I come here. 

My friends and I order our food and return to our table. Mel’s texting Becca to see where she is, and Julian is asking Taylor and me what he missed in school. Not like he’ll do his homework.

Hoping Becca will show up, we take an extra seat and set it at the end of the table. With Julian to my left, and Taylor to my right, I’m liking the fact that I instigated this.

“So guys, what are we doing for Valentine’s day? Another anti-Valentine’s party?” I splay my hands out in front of me like it’s a board meeting and I’m the CEO. Because I am the CEO of this group.

“Yeah, that was fun last year. I really liked it. Not that I can come this year, now that me and Trey are going strong.” Taylor blushes a bit and laughs. 

“No, we’ll make an exception for you guys. So who’s hosting this year?” it was me last year, so someone else has to take it
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