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Thank you, Jake, Sarah, and Becca. You are my life. Love you so much.

Leeward, California, only exists in the mind of the author and her readers. Ditto for the Melodic Fin, Café-Café, the Leeward Communal Living Experiment, and the Cluster Grove State Park.

* * * *

[image: ]


A Safe Space

By Pat Henshaw



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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I felt his presence before I saw him standing in my office doorway.

That’s the way it always was with me when I was around Ford. His calming peace wrapped around me like the scent of love. How could I get him to come closer? It was a question for the ages.

I turned to greet him, closing the computer screen of numbers I’d been checking.

As usual, neither of us spoke right away.

He’d inherited the first name of Buford. I called him Ford, but everyone else called him Bubba.

He’d been big as a kid, a large chunky child. He grew to six feet by middle school and topping out at six feet seven his sophomore year in high school.

He was also hairy. As everyone knows, hairiness is not prized by preteen and teenage boys—unless it is on the top of their heads or on their groin. But, as everyone had seen in the gym shower room, Ford’s hair was all over his body. Something, it seemed, only I thought was cool.

Back then, we’d been classmates, friends of a sort, accidentally coming together on the school’s playing field or in one of the town’s shops.

He was popular and confident, with groupies following him around. I was a solitary gay nerd. Those conditions tended to make us quiet and guarded around each other.

Later I heard, at the end of his senior year, he enrolled in trade school at the local community college. I had gone off to get a bachelor’s then an MBA at UC Berkeley and became a white collar pencil-pusher.

Until I returned home to Leeward, California, a tiny hamlet on Scenic Coastal Highway 1 between Mendocino and Eureka, we hadn’t spoken or renewed our strange grade school friendship.

I never forgot him. I had loved him, or at least the idea of him, since kindergarten.

Now we worked together at the same coastal construction firm, a family business based in Leeward. He was the head of construction crews. I was Chief Financial Officer. For the two months since I’d returned, we led parallel lives without a walkway in between.

At least until now when he’d appeared at my office door.

I turned toward him as he hung onto the door lintel. He was bent and almost looked like he was peeking into the room. His eyes radiated curiosity and hope as if he wasn’t sure if I was friendly or not.

“Hey, Ford. How can I help?” Speculation ran both ways. I knew what kind of kid he had been and had witnessed his work ethic now. But who was he really? I hadn’t been back long enough to tell. Maybe he hated queers? “Ford? You need something?”

He blinked. The edge of his lips bent up as always happened when I greeted him as Ford back in school.

“Um, Brian, I was wondering if you had time for lunch today.” He stopped and shifted from one foot to the other, still hanging onto the lintel.

Ford was the only person other than my parents who called me Brian. Everyone else called me Gil because of my last name, McGill.

“Sure.”

The day was looking up until he added, “Me and the boys have some questions we’d like to ask you.”

So this wasn’t Ford reaching out to renew our quasi-relationship. Disappointing, but I’d live.

I put on an interested face and smiled at him.

“When and where?”

“Eleven at the Café down the street?”

“Sounds good. See you there.” I nodded and looked at my screen again, keeping him in my peripheral vision as he straightened, turned, and ambled away.

Like I’d noticed recently, he took the peaceful calm aura with him.

I stared down at the scrawled list with purchase order numbers Gavin, my friend and CEO of Mainsail Construction, had given me.

The list faded from my mind. Instead of columns of numbers, I saw the first time Ford and I had been alone together and had almost talked.

* * * *
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We were in fifth grade. Both of us taller than most of the other kids. He was chunky tall. I was skinny tall and freaky. He was all brown hair and eyes, deeply tanned, and huge. My hair had hit mousey auburn after the baby strawberry blond had deepened and thickened. With my light green eyes, which some called new leaf color, I stood out, looking a lot like a child’s geeky sketch.
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