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Stitches and Sepsis

A Vivian Chastain Novel

Liz Faraim


Chapter One

February 2005, Briones Regional Park, CA



“What. The. Fuck. Do. You. Want?”

The weaselly man, who looked like a damn scarecrow, stammered but didn’t answer my question.

I hissed at him through clenched teeth. “You! You fucking twit. Everywhere I go, there you are. What the fuck do you want?”

He shifted his stance and stammered again. The crease between his eyebrows told me he was frightened.

Good.

His wispy, poor excuse for a goatee shook in the breeze. I clenched my fists, restraining the urge to pummel his stupid ass.

“Last chance,” I said, spitting the words at him like nails.

“I-I’m supposed to bring you a message?” He sounded unsure of himself, and I halfway hoped he pissed his pants a little.

“And?” I shouted, glaring at him impatiently.

He drew in a shaky breath. I exhaled loudly; my patience gone. A ball of violence, I stepped toward him. He sniffled and closed his eyes, raising his hands, readying himself for my fist in his face.

“Jared sent me! He’s in trouble.”

“Oh, really.” I sneered at him, skeptical. “Jared sent the worst tracker ever to bring me a message? I doubt that very much.”

“He told me you wouldn’t believe me. He also told me you might kick my ass.” He paused, rubbing two red marks on his throat where I had hit him with a stun gun the night before. “He told me to tell you you’d believe me if I said the words ‘lemon tree.’”

I squinted at him, considering the phrase “lemon tree,” and let out a bark of laughter. Embarrassed, he lowered his chin. I mulled the news over and watched the guy, making him wait while I took my time drinking water and eating some dried apricots from my hiking bag, trying to cover up the fact that my hands were shaking from low blood sugar.

He adjusted his weight from one foot, clad in a grubby worn-down shoe, to the other, and he rubbed his hands together as if he were washing them in a sink. The raspy sound of his skin annoyed me.

“Okay, fine. Lemon tree. That’ll do. Who the fuck are you, and what’s the message?”

“I’m nobody. What matters is that Jared got mixed up in a relationship with some whacked-out woman, and she won’t let him have contact with anyone. Not friends. Not family.” He started speaking faster. The floodgates had opened. “She only lets him go to work. He has to spend all of his time off with her. Like, he’s practically her prisoner.”

“I’m not a fan of the ‘crazy girlfriend’ misogynistic bullshit. What’s really going on? I need details.”

“She’s fucking nuts, man.”

I raised an eyebrow at him, and he cowed down a bit.

“Okay. Okay. Here’s the deal. Right after they started dating last year, she moved into his house. She is trying to get him to quit his job and work with her. And she is a drunk. She gets blackout drunk most nights. She pukes in the bed and on the floor on purpose…and she makes him clean it up every single time.” He rumpled his shaggy hair and tugged at his baggy pants. “She won’t let him out of her sight except for work or when he goes running. She won’t even let him shower alone. Can you believe that shit?” His eyes flicked up to mine, and spittle at the corners of his mouth glinted in the sun. “She has a rule that he can’t jack off, and she thought he would do it in the shower since that was the only privacy he has left. So, they have to shower together now. It’s beyond fucking insane.”

I stood there, chewing a tart apricot and taking it all in, snapping up and cataloging every detail of what he said, trying to stay objective when, really, I was pained for Jared who was my best friend and my rock.

The guy stopped, drew in a breath, and scratched his goatee with a shaky, anemic hand. He was clearly upset by what had happened with Jared. They had to be more than just random acquaintances, but what their relationship was, I didn’t know.

“Jesus. Okay. Well, did he have a specific message for me, or did he just want me to know what’s been going on?”

“When I get back down there, I am going to get him a burner phone. He’ll have to find a way to hide it from her. He is going to try to call you when he is out on a run, so keep your cell phone on and handy. He needs your help. I’ve never seen him like this. He is normally such an independent and stable guy. Why he can’t just tell her to fuck off, I don’t know.”

I nodded. “How did this happen?”

“All I know is that something really upset him last year and he hasn’t been himself ever since.”

I flinched, realizing I was the one who had upset Jared. “But how could he let himself get sucked into this? It sounds like he has essentially surrendered his whole life over to this lady.”

He sniffed. “Haven’t you ever been adrift? So raw you are vulnerable to everything?”

My chest stung as I thought about my partner, Ang, and decided to change the subject. “Why did it take you so long to talk to me? I’ve seen you a couple of times. Why follow me all the way out here?” I motioned to the desolate hills around us.

“I wasn’t sure you were…you. He couldn’t get me a picture, and you’re not on social media.”

“Social media?”

“Yeah, like MySpace or that new one, Facebook?”

I shook my head at him, not knowing what he was talking about. “I don’t own a computer.”

He tilted his head at me, and then went on. “Well, she even took away his photo albums and his records. Can you believe it? You know how much he loves playing his records, right?” He kicked a piece of gravel. “Anyway, he gave me your description, what kind of truck you drive, and name, but that’s it. I’m not exactly the most forward person, so I hung back to make sure who you were. And, I tried earlier outside your apartment building, but that didn’t go so well.” He rubbed his throat again.

“Okay, dude. I stun gunned you because it was 4:00 a.m., and you were blocking the door to my apartment building. Maybe rethink your strategy if you ever have to stalk me again.” I chuckled, but he didn’t smile. “Anyway, I’ll wait for his call. Now get your ass back down to Morro Bay and get him a phone.”

Relief washed over his face, and some color came back into his cheeks as he trotted off toward a beat-up old pickup truck, his sneakers slapping against the cracked blacktop.

As he drove away, the shakes hit me even harder, and I remembered that I needed to eat. I had just done a monster hike and was completely depleted. I jogged to my truck, changed out of my hiking boots, grabbed lunch, and sat at a picnic bench in the sunshine.

It was sweet relief to be back in my lightweight sneakers. I ate slowly, taking in the green hills all around. The sounds at Briones were so different than where I lived in Midtown Sacramento. The clanging of the light-rail train was replaced with tree branches swishing in the wind. The sounds of cars motoring down Twenty-Fourth Street were replaced with bird calls.

A family tossed a slobber-covered tennis ball over and over again for their dogs. A man across the parking lot fiddled with his mountain bike, pumping up the tires, checking the chain and gears. I had seen him at the park several times before and knew he was exceptionally thorough about his bike maintenance.

My legs started to cramp up, so I ran a quick lap around the field and stretched before packing up and using the outhouse one last time. Loose gravel crunched under the tires of my truck as I pulled out of the parking lot. I rolled slowly past the man fiddling with his mountain bike. His expression was serene, his body loose, not stressed. We made eye contact, and I gave him a salute as I rolled by. He snapped to attention and popped a salute so sharp it was startling. A former marine, perhaps.

As I drove back to Sacramento, my thoughts were laser focused on Jared. We had known each other since we were kids in army basic training and had been on some rough deployments together. The situation he was in didn’t align with the smart, funny, reliable, headstrong Jared that I knew.

We’d had a falling-out the year before, when he asked me to take our relationship from friendship to something more and I had turned him down. I thought we had gotten past it, but as I gripped the steering wheel and looked at the blur of orchards lining the freeway, guilt flooded me. Maybe he had been more hurt by my rebuff than I had thought. Had he spiraled and landed in a toxic relationship with a woman who was controlling and, dare I say it…abusive?

Sad, I shook my head and focused my thoughts back on how I could help him.


Chapter Two

“Show time,” I said and pushed open the massive wooden door at the nightclub where I worked, switching into the role of confident bartender. I swaggered in and was nearly bowled over by the bassline of Ciara’s “1, 2 Step” as it blared out of the speakers, rumbling in my chest. Buck, dressed in a perfectly starched security uniform, gave me a nod from her lectern in the narrow foyer. A line of women chatted excitedly as they waited for their turn at the lectern to pay the cover charge and get their hand stamp.

“Excuse me,” I said as I squeezed past another cluster of women who were dancing and laughing animatedly. I hugged my tip bucket close to my chest so I didn’t accidently graze any of them. They shifted to make room for me to pass, and one of them growled playfully. The growl was followed by someone grabbing my ass. I didn’t turn or even acknowledge the grope. Outside of work I would have shut that shit down, but here there was a certain amount of physicality to the job, albeit usually consensual. I knew damn well that later that night I’d strip off my beater and have women doing body shots off me, for a sizeable tip, of course, so I let it go and continued making my way through the crowd to my station at the front bar.

Tick, the DJ, transitioned to “Candy Shop” by 50 Cent. The crowd funneled out of the front bar to the dance floor in the back, which gave me a quick break in the rush to relieve the bartender going off shift, count out my drawer, and set up the station the way I liked it.

Jen, my barback, bounced up next to me with a big grin on her face. The unmistakable smell of weed wafted off her, and I chuckled. She swung her long wallet chain around her finger and bumped hips with me.

“Coyote Ugly, baby!” she said over the music. I nodded and gave her a big grin. Coyote Ugly nights were always raucous fun, which meant big tips. We counted on tips to survive, so Sunday night shifts were not to be missed. Jen slid an American Spirit cigarette behind her ear and winked a twinkling, bloodshot hazel eye at me. A customer stepped up to my station. I gave Jen a pat on the back and stepped up to the bar to get to work.

The night built up in intensity as the crowd grew thick and the music got louder. Things peaked when Sheila, our boss, strutted along the top of the bar in heels, a fedora, thong, and bra. She used Everclear to set the bar trough on fire, which whipped the women into a frenzy.

Once Sheila’s performance was over, I helped her down and she waded into the crowd, hugging friends and talking to customers. Sly hands slipped dollar bills into her thong and bra as she passed by.

Despite being a chilly February night, it was hot and humid inside the club because of the crush of dancing bodies. Sweating, I shed my beater so I was down to my sports bra. Removing my shirt was always lucrative because it drew more customers to my side of the bar.

A woman in a silver sequined cocktail dress, hair and makeup on point, stepped up to my station and tried to talk to me over the noise. I leaned across the bar toward her and cupped my hand to my ear to signal that I hadn’t heard her. She smiled and drew in a breath. Before she could speak, the smile turned to a grimace and her hand shot out, clamping down on my wrist. Her manicured nails dug so deeply into my flesh her nails snapped and broke through my skin. My arm flared with pain, but I didn’t pull away because I knew something was wrong. Her eyes bulged and she froze, mouth agape. Concerned, I reached out and placed my other hand on her shoulder.

“Are you okay?”

Her hand went limp on my arm, and she dropped to the floor like a sack of rocks, knocking two other people down with her. There was a moment of relief as her nails slid out of my arm, but the relief was quickly followed by the stinging sensation of open wounds and blood ran down my hand. I leaned over the bar and peered down at the woman. She was seizing violently. The people around her all stepped back, cleared a small circle around her. I sprang over the bar and began pushing people farther away from her.

“Buck!” I shouted over the music. “Buck!” I got up on my toes and looked toward Buck’s lectern. She was craning her neck in my direction, and I waved her over urgently. Buck immediately began making her way through the crush of the crowd. People responded quickly when they saw her security uniform and shuffled out of the way.

*

Lanahan and I walked in silence through the cold night air, navigating the labyrinth of breezeways until we reached the company quarters for Delta Company. As we entered the office, two privates with sleepy eyes looked up from a stack of filing. I approached their desk and handed a sealed envelope to the one who looked most alert.

“Urgent message from the Red Cross for Private Goins,” I said, my tone all direct. The private nodded and turned in his chair, peering at the drill sergeant who was asleep sitting up at a desk. Lanahan and I spun on our heels and headed out, not wanting to be present when the drill sergeant was woken up.

We hightailed it out of Delta Company’s duty office and started back to headquarters. It was late and bitter cold. All the other recruits were asleep in their bunks as we wove through breezeways of brick walls and concrete paths. Lanahan cleared her throat and spoke.

“Chastain, I need to tell you something. I lied at MEPS. I have epilepsy.”

I took a moment to absorb this, wondering why she chose to reveal this big fucking piece of information to me. I was now complicit in her lie and didn’t like it.

“Damn, Lanahan” was all I could think to utter. I knew damn well that epilepsy was an automatic disqualification for service in the army.

“I need to be here. I have no other options. The military is my family now,” she said quietly. “There’s nothing to go home to.”

I nodded, and steam flowed from my mouth as I sighed. We made the last few turns in silence and entered the headquarters office. The warm air hit my frozen ears, and they burned in a lovely way. We removed our watch caps as we approached the doorway to the drill sergeant’s office. He waved us in.

I stood exactly three steps away from his desk, on the duct tape X on the floor, as was required, and reported to him that we had delivered the Red Cross message to Delta Company. Sleep was heavy in his eyes, and he waved us back out to our desk in the lobby.

We shed our M65 field coats and sat down, getting back to our task of auditing files. Lanahan had a piece of paper with a grid on it containing names down the side and document titles across the top. I would open a soldier’s file and call out the names of the documents in it, while Lanahan checked off each box on her form to note that the document was present. It was tedious work, made more difficult by sleep deprivation. But we dove back in so the drill sergeant wouldn’t have a reason to come motivate us.

“Martinez, J.,” I said, letting her know whose file I had opened. Lanahan nodded and slid the tip of her pencil along the form, searching for the name.

“G-got it,” she said, slurring a bit. We were exhausted, so I didn’t think anything of it. But, instead of checking off the first box on her form, she threw her pencil on the floor. I frowned. She picked the pencil up and nodded at me, showing she was ready. I flipped through the file, calling out the documents I saw.

Halfway through, Lanahan threw her pencil on the floor again. I stopped, impatience bubbling up in my chest. This was not the time or place to fuck around. Lanahan didn’t say anything but picked up her pencil again and looked at me, indicating that I should continue. I drew in a tense breath and continued. Lanahan threw her pencil down again, and I clenched my jaw. I looked up from the file, ready to cuss her out, but my breath caught in my throat.

Lanahan was rigid in her chair, her back and legs straight as a board. Her arms flew up in front of her and froze, as if she were reaching out to give someone a hug. Then her body went limp, and she slumped in the chair. I put the folder down, watching her closely.

“Lanahan. Hey.”

No reply. I touched her shoulder hesitantly, and her entire body began convulsing, shuddering, pulsing. Her chair was next to the wall, and she struck her head on the wall a couple of times. I stood up, cradling her body loosely, and took her out of the chair. Her body bucked wildly against my gentle hold as I placed her on the floor. Squatting next to her, I grabbed her field jacket and placed it under her head.

“Drill Sergeant,” I shouted, a level of urgency in my voice that allowed for the breach in protocol. His boots scraped on the floor as he jogged around the corner and came to a halt next to me. I didn’t need to say anything further. He immediately picked up the phone and called for an ambulance.

Drill Sergeant and I stayed put by Lanahan’s side, observing in silence, knowing there was nothing to be done except make sure she didn’t bang her head too hard or aspirate as her body continued to convulse and shudder. Her eyes stared up blankly at the ceiling, eyelids fluttering intermittently.

The convulsions mercifully came to a halt. We were close to Montcrief Army Hospital, so the ambulance arrived quickly. The medics came in, loaded her up onto a gurney, and rolled her out to the ambulance without even taking her vitals.

“Chastain. Go with her. She needs a battle buddy.”

“Yes, Drill Sergeant.”

I jogged out behind the medics, shrugging on my field jacket and squaring a watch cap on my head. The cold didn’t hit me this time, as my adrenaline was running high. The medic told me to sit in the jump seat next to Lanahan’s gurney, and I obeyed. She lay under a blanket, her body limp and still. One medic sat in the back with us while the other drove the few blocks, lights and sirens on, piercing the silence of the frigid night.

“Does she have a history of seizures?” the medic asked me. I shrugged, not willing to be the one who revealed Lanahan’s lie. I checked the medic’s rank on his collar.

“I’ve only known her since my boots hit the ground here eight weeks ago, Specialist. I haven’t seen her have a seizure until tonight.” It wasn’t technically a lie.

As soon as we parked, the medics sprang back into action as staff from the hospital yanked open the rear doors of the ambulance. Her gurney was gone before I knew it, so I hustled behind them, maintaining my duty as her battle buddy.

She groaned as she was transferred roughly to a hospital bed in the ER’s open infirmary. There were no curtains between the other beds.

The army gave no fucks about modesty or privacy.

Thankfully, the other beds were empty. All the staff dissipated except for one young man who set up a tray to run an IV. He swabbed her wrist and, with a shaky hand, tried to insert the needle into the vein there. Lanahan came to immediately, screeching like a banshee.

“What the fuck!” Lanahan slurred, looking around wildly as she snatched her arm away from the nurse. Her dazed eyes darted around until they landed on me.

“Chastain,” she said, sounding drunk. I walked up to her bedside and placed my hand on her shoulder.

“I had a seizure, didn’t I,” she said. It was a statement, not a question. I nodded somberly.

“Fuck,” she muttered.

“Private Lanahan, I need you to extend your arm so that I can run this IV,” the nurse said with a nervous lilt to his tone.

Lanahan extended her arm slowly, and the nurse tried again to place the needle in her vein. Lanahan grunted angrily and shook her head at him.

“You’re stabbing me in the fucking bone, dude,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Private, watch your tone and language” was his only reply.

I looked around the infirmary and saw holiday decorations and a tray of cookies. It occurred to me it was a holiday. We were so secluded at basic training that we never knew what was going on in the real world.

A volley of celebratory cheers came from down the hall. I checked my watch and saw it was midnight.

Lanahan bit her lip, enduring the pain of the nurse still digging around trying to place her IV. What a fucking life this is, I thought sarcastically and chuckled at the insanity of the situation.

“Happy New Year, Lanahan,” I said.

“Happy New Year, Chastain,” she said with a smirk as the IV catheter finally slid into place.

*

Tick had no idea what was going on up front and continued playing music. The woman’s seizure went on mercilessly, so I sat on the grimy floor and placed her head on my lap to stop her from banging it any more than she already had. Buck ran to the office, pushing roughly through the crowd, to call for an ambulance.

The woman stopped seizing and went limp. I shut out the noise and the crowd and gazed down at her face. Her skin was clear. Her makeup was subtle, classy, and had been applied with a skilled hand. Her lips were full and in perfect proportion to her delicate nose and dimpled chin. A sudden urge washed over me, compelling me to comfort and protect her. I placed my hand gently on her forehead, leaned my mouth down next to her ear, and began speaking to her quietly despite the music and the fact she was unconscious. I told her she was going to be okay. I told her she was safe. And I told her not to worry.

I took my hand off her forehead and held her hand. We stayed like that, surrounded by a circle of onlookers, until the ambulance pulled up out front. Releasing her hand, I noticed that my wrist had bled on her beautiful dress, which was a shame. The paramedics approached and cradled her head so that I could slip out from under her and stand up. Buck, Jen, and I stood off to the side, watching as the paramedics loaded her onto a gurney.

Buck rushed ahead of them to hold open the door to the service exit that had a ramp to the sidewalk on Twenty-First Street. Two women, her friends I assumed, followed the gurney. One of the women shouted after the paramedics, “Hey, I’ve got her purse. Can you take it? She’s going to need it.” They rolled out to the sidewalk, and I lost sight of them.

Tick seemed to get the message that all was not well in the bar, and he shifted from upbeat dance music to something quieter, calmer. All the customers who had been frozen by the scene started moving again. Buck came back and picked up the mess left on the floor by the paramedics.

My wrist burned. I hopped back over the bar and looked at my arm under the little lamp by the cash register. I had three crescent-shaped gouges on the inside of my wrist from the woman’s nails. The gouges were deep and bleeding freely. They stung like a motherfucker as I rinsed and scrubbed the wounds in the prep sink. I pulled the bar towel out from my back pocket, wrapped it around my wrist, and Jen tied a tidy little knot to keep it secure. I slipped my beater back on and started to feel shaky as my adrenaline tanked. I chugged a small can of pineapple juice to get my blood sugar back up and then drew in a big breath, put a grin on my face, and stepped back up to my station to chat with the customers who had returned to their barstools. Things wound down quickly after that.

Later, my closing duties done, Buck walked me to my truck to make sure I didn’t get mugged. Buck was never a big talker. She smoked a cigarette and ran her fingers through her mullet as I unlocked my truck and got in.

“You did good in there tonight, kid,” she said.

“Thanks, Buck,” I said, surprised she had spoken. She nodded at me, jammed her hands into the pockets of her patrol jacket, and walked back to the club, the heels of her cowboy boots clicking on the pavement as she went.

I drove home in a matter of minutes; the streets of Midtown were mostly deserted at that early hour. Once back inside my studio, I finally let the mask of happy-go-lucky bartender slip off and allowed myself to process what had happened to the woman in the bar. She wasn’t a regular customer. I didn’t recognize her or her friends. And I felt…what did I feel? I felt bad for her that she had had a seizure and recognized she was in a hospital somewhere in Sacramento at that very moment getting poked and prodded and probably feeling like she’d been hit a couple of times by a Hummer.

There was something else, though, something elusive nagging in the back of my mind. I chased that loose thread around as I changed out of my work clothes and into sweatpants and a T-shirt and then went into the bathroom and put my tip money into the small safe hidden in the cabinet under the sink. I unfolded my futon to a bed and shut off the lights. Getting into bed, I let that slippery thread go, knowing it would just give me insomnia if I kept at it.

The room was bathed in a faint blue glow from the fish tank, and I fell asleep to the familiar sounds of the burbling tank filter mixed with the incessant pacing of my upstairs neighbor.


Chapter Three

I leaned back on the park bench, bundled up in a jacket and beanie, and sipped on a thermos of steaming hot peppermint tea. Kate sat so close to me that our shoulders and thighs touched, helping keep some warmth between us. Ducks hunkered down in the reeds next to the pond at McKinley Park, and deep gray clouds threatened to unleash a rainstorm.

Kate was my metamour, and we had grown closer over the last year as we dealt with the fact that our shared partner, Ang, was in jail.

“Polyamory is weird,” I mused, and tucked my chin into my collar as a sharp breeze blew. Kate gave a small laugh and nodded. I took another sip of tea and went on. “Like, here we are sitting on a bench having tea together as friends, but we met because we are both in relationships with Ang. And it feels like a totally normal thing to me now.” I shrugged and watched a bicycle courier blaze past on Alhambra Boulevard. “I’m glad that Ang encouraged me to get to know you. I mean, before she got arrested. When I first met you, I was not happy about it, but she urged me to give you a chance, and I’m glad I did. This whole poly thing is feeling better for me now than it did even a year ago.”

Kate pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped her nose. “I’m so glad things are more comfortable for you now. I know we got off to a bad start because, honestly, Ang did not handle her part as our shared partner very well. But we’ve all worked it out.”

“I’ve missed a few calls from her. Have you heard from her lately?”

“Yes. We have spoken a couple of times, and I went out to the jail to visit her. She’s doing okay, all things considered.”

“Does she have a court date yet?”

“No. The DA is still messing around with her charges. Looks like it’ll still be bad though; false imprisonment, multiple counts of kidnapping, human trafficking.”

“Shit.”

“Vivian, you know how I feel about profanity.”

“Yeah. Sorry.” I rubbed a calloused thumb across my chapped lower lip. “And what does Ang say about all of that?”

“She is still adamant that she is innocent. That she is being set up. And she is pissed, since she is a cop and feels like this whole thing is being mishandled and will ruin her career. She’s seeing the justice system from the other side and doesn’t like it.”

I let out a sigh. Kate checked her watch. “I have to get going in a minute.” She shivered. She had on a nice warm jacket and scarf, but she wore scrub pants for work, which were not nearly warm enough for the weather.

“Oh hey. Did you happen to have a woman come into your hospital the other night who had had a seizure? Silver sequined dress?” I knew it was a stretch because there were at least three hospitals in the downtown area.

Kate hesitated and turned, raising an eyebrow at me. “Why?”

“She had a seizure in my club. Seized up right in front of me.” I pulled my arm out of my jacket and slid up the sleeve of my shirt to show her the gouges on my wrist. Kate took a good look at my wounds but didn’t go into nurse mode on me about aftercare. She knew I knew how to keep wounds clean.

“Yes, we had someone meeting that description come in via ambulance. But that’s all I am going to say. HIPPA and all that.”

“Of course. Just worried about her, is all. It was scary.”

“She’s going to be fine.”

I nodded and sipped on the tea, warming my hands on the thermos.

“Hey, how’s your brother?”

“Still in rehab, I think,” I said and kicked at some gravel.

Hesitantly, Kate got up, and I walked with her a few blocks to the hospital she worked at. An ambulance careened past, its lights and sirens on, and pulled into the ambulance driveway with a clatter.

“Have a good shift,” I said and gave her a long hug as we parted ways.

*

Getting ready for work, I donned the outfit that brought in the most tips: black BDU pants, bloused into perfectly polished military boots, black beater, sports bra, and wallet chain. I pulled my jet-black hair into a tight bun and spritzed it with hairspray so it would stay put for my whole shift.

And just like nearly every other night I murmured “Showtime” to myself as I pushed open the heavy door to the nightclub. Buck gave me a nod as I squeezed past the women waiting in line. The evening got moving quickly because the club had a hot night lined up; a drag king show followed by go-go dancers.

We did what it took to keep Sacramento’s lesbians coming out to the club despite the crappy winter weather.

The show got started, and the crowd in the front bar thinned out as people headed to the back to see the drag kings perform. I stood in the service doorway that connected my station and the back bar. From my vantage point I could keep an eye on the bar but also watch the show.

The back room was packed and hummed with excitement. Tick dimmed the lights and the bustling crowd quieted down. The house lights turned off, dropping the room into darkness, and the first song, “Personal Jesus” by Depeche Mode, started. A spotlight flicked on and followed a drag king who was walking slowly, with the tempo of the music, through the crowd and up to the stage. I had never seen this performer before and recalled hearing that we were having some guest performers from San Francisco join our normal troupe for the show.

The king held a large, lit candle in front of them, and was wearing a monk’s robe. They were petite and had a shaved head. Based on how they moved around the stage and engaged with the crowd, I figured they were a seasoned performer. They handed the candle to a stage kitten who was standing off to the side. The performer stripped off their monk robe, and the crowd, which had been fairly calm and reverent, exploded in applause and shouts of approval. They were heavily tattooed with black-and-gray ink work. Under the robe they wore leather pants and had strips of black electrical tape in an X over their nipples. I was transfixed and held my breath.

As the song neared its end, they took the candle back from the stage kitten and stopped their slow procession in the middle of the stage, the spotlight centered on them. They held the candle over their chest and poured a steady stream of hot wax over their breasts. My jaw dropped. That king had sucked all the oxygen out of the room. Tick cut the lights, shrouding the back room in darkness. The crowd exploded with more applause and hoots of appreciation.

I snapped out of it just in time to see a woman walk up to my station at the front bar. I pushed off from my spot leaning against the doorframe, took in a deep breath to clear my head, and greeted my customer.

“What can I get for you?” I asked, which was a phrase I used countless times every shift. I looked to her face and the air in my lungs froze. My fingers strayed to the scabbed-over cuts on my wrist as I looked into the eyes of the woman who had had a seizure in that very same spot earlier in the week.

“Hey,” she said and smiled. I smiled back, at a loss for what to say. “You’re Vivian, right?”

I nodded. “I am. You can call me Viv.” I extended my hand across the bar for a shake. She reached both arms across the bar.

“I’d like to give you a hug, if you’re huggable.”

“I am,” I said and leaned across the bar, returning her hug. Her hair brushed against my cheek, and her warm embrace was so nice I didn’t want to let go. There was a connection there that surprised me. She smelled amazing. A tad sweet but also woodsy and fresh. Whatever her perfume was, it was refined and not cheap. Our embrace ended and I rested my hands on the bar top. That had certainly not been the casual, quick kind of hug I usually gave to customers.

“I came back to say thank you,” she said, her face turning serious. Her cheeks and chin twitched as she struggled to push back tears. “Thank you for taking care of me when I couldn’t take care of myself. My friends told me what you did. How you sat with me, cradling my head and holding my hand. They said you spoke into my ear. What was it you whispered to me that night?”

My chest, neck, and face flushed.

“I-I told you…that you were safe.”

“Thank you,” she said and fanned herself with her hand, her long nails perfectly manicured and painted a deep silver, different than the burgundy they had been the other night. It looked like she had gotten her broken nails fixed. I traced the scabs on my wrist again. “Phew! I don’t know why I am getting so worked up about this,” she said and let out a big nervous laugh.

“It’s understandable. Your body totally hijacked you. It must be scary to have something unpredictable like that happen.”

She nodded in agreement. The music and raucous calls from the audience of the drag king show continued in the back bar. A few women mingled in small groups in the front room, but I didn’t have any customers jostling in line to get a drink from me, and for the first time ever, I was glad. She was intoxicating, and I was startled by how drawn to her I was.

“I had blood on my dress. But no cuts on my body, and I didn’t bite my tongue this time. Did I get a bloody nose?”

I held up my wrist and pointed to the cuts. She took my hand and gently pulled my arm across the bar to look at the wounds, tracing them with the tip of her fingernail. I could see it click in her head as she made the connection between her broken nails and my wounds.

I cleared my throat. “I’m sorry I got blood on you. That dress was stunning. I’d like to pay your dry-cleaning bill. I really hope they can get the blood out. It would be a shame if that dress was ruined.”

She held my wrist just a bit longer and then let it go. The soft skin of her fingers sliding against my wrist sent a shiver through my whole body.

“That is very generous of you, but we don’t need to have a dry-cleaning bill as context to stay in touch.”

My stomach did a somersault, and I appreciated how direct she was. I grinned at her and did my best to ignore everyone else in the bar, but I couldn’t help noticing that more people were starting to shift from the back bar to front. I knew that our conversation would soon have to come to an end as someone would inevitably step up to order a drink or ask me to call a cab.

“In that case, may I have your name and your number?” I asked and was relieved when I found that the nervousness fluttering around in my stomach didn’t come through in my voice.

She took a pen and napkin from the dispenser on the bar and began writing. I was amused to see that, like me, she was left-handed. As she finished, I took a quick glimpse at her tidy script on the napkin before folding it in half and tucking it into my pocket. As I did so a high-pitched whoop came from near the front door. We both turned to look and discovered that her friends, who I recognized from the other night, were standing shoulder to shoulder with Buck, watching our entire exchange. Both of her friends were trying to cover wide grins with their hands. I rolled my eyes at Buck, and her stoic face showed the slightest hint of a grin. I turned my attention back to the beautiful woman, whose name I had just learned.

“Now, what can I get for you, Miss Audre Williams?”

She grinned as her name rolled off my tongue.

“A chardonnay, please.”

I poured the wine and placed it on the bar in front of her. My hand lingered on the stem of the glass, and we brushed fingers as she took her drink. “My treat,” I said. She gave me an appreciative nod but placed a ten-dollar bill on the bar anyway.

“Thank you, but I pay my own way. I have to get back to my friends. But I invite you to call me. It was nice to officially meet you.” We exchanged smiles, and she gracefully wove her way through the crowd to her friends. I enjoyed the sway of her hips and how perfectly her cocktail dress hugged her curves.

Fuck.

Audre and her friends disappeared into the back bar, and I tapped my pocket, reassuring myself that the napkin was still safely there.

Jen was busy behind me piling up Jell-O shots from the cooler and placing test tubes into a frame that could hold twelve at a time.

“Who was that?” she asked as she raised an eyebrow at me.

“That…was Audre,” I said, feeling her name on my tongue again and liking how it felt. Jen gave me a smirk and then changed gears.

“Okay, first round of test tube shots is Long Islands. Can you whip up a pitcher?”

“Sure thing.”

I mixed up a pitcher of Long Island Iced Tea and then carefully filled each test tube to the brim, just as the go-go dancers clocked in and began crowding in behind the bar to sign out change with Sheila, the bar manager. Their outfits were sparse. Mostly G-strings, lace or leather bras, fishnet tights, leather chest harnesses, and heels or thigh-high boots.

As hot as each one of them was, they were my coworkers, so I kept it strictly business with them. One thing I appreciated about our nightclub was that Sheila hired women of all shapes, colors, and esthetics. The diversity of our staff, especially the go-go dancers, was a good representation of what women in Sacramento actually looked like. One by one, they filed through my station and picked up their trays before expertly making their way out into the crowd, trays held up on their shoulders.

The MC closed out the drag king show, and Tick turned up the speakers in the front bar as he put on “Magic Stick,” which even got me to shake my ass a little bit. The rest of the night was busy, though I couldn’t help but pop my head through the service door now and then to take a look at Audre dancing with her friends. Each time I spotted her in the sweaty, gyrating crowd, my heart gave a little squeeze. It was different from how I felt when I thought about Ang. Audre and Ang were very different people, with very different connections to me. It felt right and I liked it. Not conflicted at all. Maybe I can do this poly thing after all, I thought with wonder.


Chapter Four

I woke up tired and with a foggy brain. I decided to take a run to clear my head, and discovered that the streets were deserted, and for good reason. As soon as I got to McKinley Park, the clouds opened up with a massive downpour and the wind slammed the city full force. Only one other person braved the running path, and he peeled off when the lightning started. I normally wore a stun gun on my waistband when running, but due to the rain I had left it behind, and in that moment, I was glad I had left it at home. I was sure that my little flip phone was getting solidly doused despite being tucked away in my sports bra.
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