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      “In her bold and heartfelt new novel, Chapel Bay Secrets, Julie Snider explores the layers of small-town life to reveal secrets that mirror the struggles of modern America. With honesty and compassion, she lays bare the flashpoints of immigration, book banning, and LGBTQ+ rights through the intertwined journeys of three people bound by pain, legacy, and longing. As they confront generational wounds and reckon with their choices, they discover that the path to healing runs not through isolation, but through the messy, necessary work of community.”

      — Sharon J. Wishnow, author of The Pelican Tide

      

      “Julie Snider’s Chapel Bay Secrets blends small-town charm with timely urgency, making it both comforting and thought-provoking . . . The world of Chapel Bay is tangible, with its tea shops, wharf paths, and community events, but it’s the undercurrent of conflict that gives the book its strength . . .  Snider’s prose is clear and engaging, balancing suspenseful twists with heartfelt moments . . . It’s a perfect choice for readers who love contemporary fiction rooted in community, history, and the fight to let every voice be heard.”

      -Readers’ Favorite

      

      “Chapel Bay Secrets is a heartwarming story of several unlikely friends finding each other and discovering common ground. . . This is a tale of secrets, love, and forgiveness, woven together in ways that show how much, in the end, we are all more alike in the heart than we ever believe at first glance.”

      -Amanda Royal, award-winning conservation writer and editor.
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      For my wife, Tina.

      

      To all those who have felt unseen and unheard:

      Know that I see you. I hear you. I am you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

      

      

      
        
        
        —Maya Angelou
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      Brenda Kato’s stomach churned. Bile rose in her throat. The street outside her office window, so noisy just moments ago, was as quiet as the library stacks on the other side of her door. Her heart pounded in the vacuum of sound, a pain growing as the pressure rose in her chest. She shook her head and blinked, then scooted her chair far back, away from the vile words on the computer screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        From: Lovers of Literature

      

      

      

      
        
          
        To: Brenda Kato, Chapel Bay Library

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Re: Author Events/Inappropriate Books

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Date: November 18, 2022

      

      

      

      

        

      
        
          
            
        Dear Ms. Kato:

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        As the person in charge of the Meet the Author events for the Chapel Bay Library, it is your responsibility to make certain that authors and books featured are of a HIGH MORAL CALIBER. In these uncertain and morally ambiguous times, our families—especially the children—are in great need of protection from corrupt, harmful, Un-American sentiments. We have noticed that several of your recently featured selections veer toward what we can only describe as dangerous. The threat to our way of life is serious. America is and always has been a nation of believers. But many among us are hell-bent on taking the truth out of our schools and libraries.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We, the Lovers of Literature, are here to guide you toward a more moderate and sensible set of offerings to the public. Below, you will find a list of objectionable titles, authors, and topics.

      

      

      

      

      

      The list was extensive. Topics included LGBTQ themes and authors, tomes concerning Jewish, Muslim, and atheist people, books written by and about Black and Brown people in America and—here it was—Asian American stories, including those about Japanese incarceration. Stories about people such as her own mother, Toshi. Put into an internment camp in this state, California. On the so-called “left coast.”

      She felt a full-blown panic attack approaching.

      Stop.

      Breathe.

      Counting to twenty as she slowly inhaled, then exhaled, she pulled herself back from the abyss.
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        * * *

      

      This brightly lit Tuesday in November had started like most other days in the idyllic town of Chapel Bay. Brenda had eaten breakfast—oatmeal with raisins and one slice of wheat toast—then strolled downhill from her blue bungalow to the town’s library. Her street was quiet, especially before nine a.m., and she’d felt a calmness settle into her bones as she walked.

      Entering the library, she’d removed her sunglasses. As her eyes adjusted to the muted indoor lighting, she’d gazed across the expanse of grey marble floor toward a round oak table just to the left of the circulation desk. The table displayed new acquisitions, behind which stood a light brown three-panel display board. The words, “It’s Autumn: Time to Fall for a New Book” blazed across the board in bright orange script.

      As Brenda watched, a mother and her elementary-aged son inspected an LGBTQ-themed chapter book. The boy’s dark eyes sparkled; he clutched the volume to his chest. Brenda’s heart swelled with pride, and she wiggled the fingers of her left hand in a little wave as the two walked toward the circulation desk. She had waited for this moment, hoped for it, since taking the position of library events and acquisitions coordinator in Chapel Bay. That was three years ago. It felt good to see that the diversity ball was rolling, that her hard work was finally paying off.

      Still feeling the afterglow, Brenda had walked the short distance down the hallway to her office. Her Nikes squeaked on the recently polished floor, and she’d made a mental note to ask the custodian to go a little lighter with the wax next time. Opening the door, she glanced at the cluttered but cozy workspace. File folders of research material and partially read books sat on chairs and atop file cabinets, yet the small Turkish rug in the center of the room brought warmth and charm to the relative chaos. Green, round-framed reading glasses planted on her nose, she’d sat down in her swivel desk chair to prepare for the Meet the Author event taking place in two weeks. In short order, she had a ton of details to nail down. At a minimum, emails needed to be sent to hopeful attendees, flyers picked up from the printer and posted, and catering decisions made. Would the usual coffee and cookies suffice, or should she spruce things up with cucumber sandwiches? Would enough volunteers arrive to set up, serve, and clean up?

      At 53, she’d done her fair share of grunt work. As much as she enjoyed micromanaging, she’d leave last-minute details to the volunteer coordinator. Brenda was the show runner. She would need to be in full babysitting mode on the big night, ensuring the speaker’s tie was straight, his water glass full, and that he’d be at the podium promptly at seven p.m., ready to speak. A sudden bout of stage fright had overtaken last month’s speaker, and the one before had a coughing fit in the middle of her talk.

      Postponing the complexities of planning, Brenda had taken a swig of water from her NPR flask and moved on to the less taxing job of reading emails. Her inbox held the usual array of clutter. Then she’d discovered the email that wiped away her feelings of self-satisfaction, sending her into a dark and lonely place.

      The email ended with a threat:

      
        
          
            
              
        Be warned that attempts to glorify these ‘woke’ authors and their books will result in protests and possible other actions.

      

      

      

      

      

      Possible other actions? Like what? Never mind that the last sentence was not grammatically correct.

      Thoughts about a recent news article flooded her mind. What did it say, again? Brenda took a sip of water, and the gist of the article came back to her. Several community members in Southern California had protested the local library’s LGBTQ display during Pride Month. They defaced the display, checked out every book related to LGBTQ people, and never returned them.

      Shit!

      Shaking with anger, Brenda closed the email and thought about deleting it. She paused, hand hovering above the trash can symbol. This needs investigating. She forwarded it to Justin, the head librarian, with a request that he ask the IT department to do forensic research, hoping to learn the origins of the hate mail. After some deep breathing and a walk around the block, Brenda actually got some work done. But her heart continued its rapid beating.

      Hours later, she snapped her laptop shut and stretched her neck.

      How is it already after four p.m.? Her neck and back popped, reminding her it was high time to go for her run. As she rose from her chair, pulling her whole body to a vertical position, April, the volunteer coordinator, called out.

      “Hey there, Brenda! I got your note about volunteers. I’ll call the five folks who’ve offered to arrive early on Friday for setup. I still need to nail down my cleanup crew.”

      “Okay, great, thanks. I couldn’t do this job without you!”

      “Well, looks like you’re heading out for the day, so talk later?”

      “Ok, see ya tomorrow,” Brenda said as she put first one arm and then the other into her wool sweater.

      Brenda rose and strolled out of the library. Walking uphill, she passed Chapel Bay’s new tea shop and bed-and-breakfast, gables and turrets wearing a new coat of paint. The irony of the town’s ambience never failed to bring a smile. The ‘good old days’ in this coastal tourist town, midway between San Francisco and San Luis Obispo, seemed more real than Brenda’s memories of growing up in Sacramento forty years ago. A vibrant, upscale version of the nineteenth century, sanitized for one’s protection. When storms took out the electricity and Wi-Fi, tourists fled quaint Chapel Bay and sought twenty-first century conveniences inland.

      As she rounded the corner, the moist air hit her face and seeped into her lungs. Picking up her pace a bit, Brenda couldn’t wait to get back to her cottage and put on her leggings, running top, and shoes. She needed to get going. Fog could roll in at any time.

      As she opened the front door, Brenda was already planning her run. The marathon was twenty-six days away, and next Sunday’s half marathon would be a kind of tune-up. Today, a tempo run—nothing hard. A moderate seven miler would work fine. Two chilled water bottles nestled into her running belt, she headed out the door for her daily dose of freedom. Cap donned, she stopped to select the run mode on her Garmin watch and began her warm-up mile. Two neighbors waved from their front yards, and she nodded, but kept moving with her goal in mind.

      Today’s run felt especially liberating. The day’s tension melted away as muscles warmed and expanded. Thoughts about the hateful email receded. At her turnaround point just beyond the wharf, Brenda stopped for a long drink. She wasn’t looking for perfection. Wear and tear were par for the course. Sore knees, plantar fasciitis, the list went on. Brenda’s body carried the scars and stars of the spills and thrills she had taken over the many miles she’d covered. Now, here she was. Middle age was behind her and old age was still up around the bend. May as well make the most of this time, as it wouldn’t last forever.

      It was easy to speed up on the return trip, as there were relatively few pedestrians on the path today. Such a nice change, as the warmer months brought big crowds to Fisherman’s Wharf. Other than this weekend’s half marathon, November was relatively quiet by the bay.

      Only one more mile to go. Brenda looked down at her running watch to check her speed. At that exact moment, a dog appeared directly in her path. What the hell!

      “Hey, watch out!” shouted Brenda.

      On the other end of the lab’s leash was an older guy, tall and gaunt, staring off into space, not even looking at his two dogs. Yes, two! Luckily, the other one was far enough off the path to avoid what would have been a truly bad tangle.

      The old guy whipped his head around and pulled the wandering pooch out of her way. Why are some people so oblivious when out with their dogs?

      The man muttered something—maybe an apology—but she’d already gone up the path. Heart pumping, Brenda rounded the final corner. A dark sedan approached her from behind, lingering for a minute before speeding past her. Endorphins from the run weren’t powerful enough to counteract the chill that crept up Brenda’s spine. The smell of exhaust made her gag, and for a moment she was afraid she might puke. Heart pounding, she looked around. Who was that? Why were they following me? Unfortunately, she’d been unable to get a clear view of the driver. All she could see was the profile of a male wearing a red ball cap. Was that the person who’d sent the creepy email?

      Ugh.

      Pausing at the front door of her house, Brenda felt a rush of lightheadedness. She placed her hands on her thighs and lowered her head until the feeling passed. The table lamp in the front room cast a warm glow through the slight mist. She imagined her piano inside the house and had a quick twinge of guilt for neglecting her practicing of late.

      As she slipped the key into the lock, Brenda had a quick flashback to a particular evening in 2010, twelve years earlier. She was a new runner then, in a new relationship. She couldn’t help but wish Cynthia was waiting on the other side of the door now, just as she had been that evening in their San Francisco apartment. She wondered if Cynthia even thought about her anymore. I should call her. She always listened when I was scared. But will she answer?
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        * * *

      

      Joe West was quickly running out of patience. “Well, if that isn’t just the damnedest thing,” he muttered, rifling through papers atop his scratched wooden desk. His slender frame bent over the pile of miscellany, blue eyes searching, restless hands shoving aside bills and letters.

      “It was just here yesterday. What the hell?” Joe sighed heavily, then sat down, temporarily abandoning his search for his cell phone. Chapel Bay might be a small town, but you still needed your mobile to function in life. He’d already given twenty minutes to the pursuit of this loved and hated thing. The scrabble and scratch of two sets of toenails on the hardwood floor brought him out of his funk. Kibble and Bones, the two black labs from heaven (or hell, depending on the day), were ready for their daily walk along the ocean.

      How could Joe stay pissed when his two best friends were smiling expectantly, urging him to grab their leashes and get a move on? As he attached the leather leashes to each dog’s harness, Joe reflected upon what had changed—and what had remained the same—since he started working as a psychologist in 1977. No cell phones to lug around everywhere he went back then. No expectation that he would constantly be available. No worry that some idiot would steal his identity just by cracking some kind of code in cyberspace—who even knew what that was back in the day? This was a rude time for those in their seventies!

      Joe and the dogs headed out of the small white cottage and into the slightly overcast afternoon. They meandered down the uneven sidewalk, interrupted by occasional sniff breaks as the dogs checked pee-mail. As the sharp scent of eucalyptus trees washed over them, Joe’s shoulders lowered. His nerves stopped jangling. No matter what, this pungent odor always brought him back to himself, gave him a sense of the sacred tucked inside the ordinary. Joe paused while Kibble marked a bush, and he looked up and over the bluff ahead. This was heaven, a respite from technology, ugliness, and general dismay at the way everything was circling the drain since the 2016 election. The smells, sounds of the gulls, wind blowing off the water—all of it.

      The trio crossed the road separating the neighborhood from the beachfront and headed for the boardwalk. They’d traversed this path many times, and Joe knew which spots were narrower and required a firmer grasp on the leashes. Kibble and Bones accepted the harness tugs in the spots where the trail made sharp turns. In the wider, less rocky places, they could lollygag a bit, looser leashes draped across their fur. Joe liked to pause in the flat, open spots also. He often stared out at the open water, watching sailboats in the middle distance, observing barking seals and fluttering waterfowl closer to shore. Aimless thoughts and half-formed wishes blew away with the bay breezes as he relaxed into the languid pace of life at the edge of the continent. Usually, the sounds of the gulls pierced through his trance and brought him back to the walk.

      On this day, something even better pulled Joe out of his thoughts. A whale breached right up close to one of the small harbor boats carrying tourists! Whoosh—he could almost feel the spray as its tail entered back into the dark water, splashing those aboard. Bones, suddenly impatient, pulled him to the right. Kibble went behind Joe and nearly toppled him as the leash encircled his lower legs.

      “Kibble! Bones! Knock it off!”

      So much for being suspended in time. The wind whipped at Joe’s collar. It was time to get going. He let the dogs lead him, tails wagging. At least they didn’t have to worry about their legacies. Could he be more like Kibble and Bones? Could he just trust that each day would reveal its own beauties? Joe sighed, determined to enjoy the rest of the walk. He was getting hungry. Maybe they would stop at the taco stand on the way home. Better than reheating yesterday’s soup.

      As Joe and the dogs rounded the bend at Friendship Point, he glanced up at the gray and white three-story Victorian house that overlooked the trail. His heart sank. If only he hadn’t allowed his feelings for Patricia Star to get the best of him so long ago. Their difference in ages—she had been over ten years his senior—had made no difference to his heart. If only he could take back the words, the embraces, the kisses.

      Her house—this house — was forever a reminder of their indiscretions. Which was worse, that she had been a client, or a married woman? Why did her beauty lure me into a boundary-crossing relationship? If only he could have stopped after that one lovely afternoon. If only, if only … regrets and ruminations were today’s special, it seemed.

      The heavenly scents of spicy meat, cheese, and fresh tortillas struck Joe’s nostrils as he and the dogs continued their walk. The taco stand was just ahead. Joe cleared his throat. Time to put past and present miseries out of his mind, let his appetite take over. There was a short line of people waiting to place their food orders, so Joe grabbed one of the free papers from the newsstand to read while he waited.

      Opening it to the local events page, he nearly fell over. There, in an announcement for the upcoming Meet the Author event, was a photo of Stuart Franks, a guy he’d grown up with back in Ohio. But the name listed in the announcement was different—Franklin Fargo. Could Stuart and Franklin be the same person? If so, did he live nearby?

      Stuart had been a talented writer as a young man. He also served time in an institute for the criminally insane in Athens, Ohio. He had thrown knives at his mother as a teen and later attempted to murder two young women who refused to date him.

      Is he really cured?

      As a trained psychologist, Joe knew that the odds of overcoming problems such as Stuart’s were extremely thin. Joe furrowed his brow and sighed. If Stuart was really coming to speak at the author event, there was no telling what he may be up to. This was most unsettling. Is Franklin Fargo just a pen name Stuart uses, or is he burying his true identity to escape notice?

      With the thought that Stuart was here, hiding in plain sight, Joe felt a slight chill creep up his spine. Walking back with his bag of food in one hand, two leashes in the other, Joe passed the gray Victorian house once more. He noticed someone—an older woman—standing on the porch. She was holding on to the metal railing and had a rather puzzled look on her face. Do I know her?

      Something about her eyes, their shape and color, reminded him of Patricia. He remembered Pat had a daughter back when they’d been seeing each other. It had been thirty-some years since he’d seen this daughter, and then it was only in passing. She’d have to be in her sixties by now. IS it her? Has she lived here all along? Joe decided it was likely that this lady was Pat’s daughter.

      How have I not seen her before now? In a town of 15,000, you’d think I would have noticed everyone. Then again, I have neighbors living across the street whom I’ve never met.

      Bones pulled Joe out of his reverie, barking at a terrier that passed on the other side of the bike path.

      “Okay, alright, let’s get a move on,” Joe commanded the two labs. Just then, a runner nearly collided with Bones.

      “Hey, watch out there!” shouted the short, middle-aged Asian woman as she skirted the hefty dog.

      “Sorry about that!” Joe called after her.

      Sheesh. He understood runners deserved some space. But some people … well, they could be nicer in passing. Runners were so entitled! Joe remembered a few distance runners who’d been clients back in the day. Messes, every one. He picked up the pace, dragging the dawdling dogs back up the path toward home. His walk had set off quite a few triggers.

      Approaching his own street, he heard the familiar howl of a leaf blower. The gardener was blowing a carpet of maple leaves into piles. Meanwhile, as if defying his paltry efforts, the trees continued to drop their leaves. They fell one by one, like drops of water into a bucket. No amount of diligent work by any human would ever be enough to drain the bucket. It was as if the trees were taunting the gardener, saying, “You want something to do? We’ll give you something to do, you fool. Just try to catch all our litter. Never going to happen!” Joe smiled at the irony of the situation.

      As he and the dogs approached the front stoop, Joe wondered whether he was more like the shedding trees or the frustrated gardener. Both, he guessed. He knew how to make a mess of things, that was for certain. Maybe not to the degree that Stuart Franks (aka Franklin Fargo) did.

      Closing the door, Joe shook his head. Dinnertime at last.
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        * * *

      

      “Everything in store half price, my left foot,” muttered Harriet Conley as she pushed open the door of Carla’s Classy Thrift and made her way to the sidewalk. Why, Harriet herself had donated six pairs of gently used slacks currently hanging in the shop. Each pair had set her back $110.00, and now each bore a price of $40. Was the proprietor really planning on getting $20 for these Ann Taylor classics in a thrift store? It’s not the price, but the audacity!

      The bell on the shop door rang as she opened it. Harriet wondered whether its clang might bring the shop's owner to her senses. Probably not, she decided, noticing that Carla, the proprietress, couldn’t even be bothered to look in her direction as she exited the small store. Harriet weaved her way across Barnacle Street and headed for her favorite tea shop. A “big-boned” woman, she was difficult for drivers to miss as she marched from sidewalk to sidewalk.

      Once she had reached the other side of the street, she ambled toward the blue clapboard building with its red front door. As she grasped the door handle, it surprised her to see Brenda Kato, the woman who ran the library’s speaker series, running toward the wharf. She obviously wouldn’t want to be pulled into a conversation just then. Harriet shook her head, lips pursed. Too bad … I really would like to speak with her about that dreadful book talk given by the guy who claimed to be Benjamin Franklin reincarnated. God. I’m a better writer than him. That claptrap has been enough to keep me away from the library ever since!

      Harriet looked down at her cane. She mused that her own running days were definitely over. I’m sixty-three and arthritic. The only 5K I have any connection with is in my bank account, she thought, a half-smile crossing her wrinkled face.

      As she stepped out of the tea shop, Harriet turned to her right to check for cars. There, on the lamppost, was a bright green sign advertising an estate sale. An estate sale on a Thursday? Interesting. She headed up the hill in the direction shown by the sign’s neon pink arrow. Once in front of the green and white cottage with ‘Sale Today’ out front, Harriet realized she knew the woman standing in the driveway. Brown-haired and lean, she’d always reminded Harriet of her mother.

      “Hey, Sally! It’s been a while since I’ve seen you. Those roses in the front of the house look magnificent!”

      “Oh, thanks. Mom always prided herself on her garden. An interest and talent I unfortunately did not inherit,” said Sally, hands on hips.

      Harriet glanced around. There in the driveway sat a beautiful Mission-style dining table with eight matching chairs, a Morris chair, and several tables filled with nice costume jewelry. The front door was open, and Sally motioned for Harriet to follow her into the home. Harriet was careful not to trip over the uneven steps as she entered.

      “The house still has a ton of furniture, books, and dishes. Not to mention the clothing. I held the sale last weekend and there was so much left over that I thought I’d try a weekday. It’s getting a little discouraging,” Sally said with a frown.

      “You know, friend, I would suggest taking some of the less valuable items and putting them out with a FREE sign at this point. I mean, I know that some in the neighborhood may get their noses out of joint if someone is trying to give things away, but you have every right to do so,” said Harriet.

      As they were speaking, another lady turned toward them.

      “It’s not that we have our noses out of joint, as you say; we just care about the neighbors and the neighborhood. We want to maintain our standards around here,” said the woman, dressed in a red velour leisure outfit. Her dyed black hair did nothing to hide her age.

      “Well, honey, there’s such a thing as too much caring,” replied Harriet. And with that, she turned on her heel, grabbed her cane, and walked toward the door.

      “I’ll call you tomorrow, Sally. Let me know how much FREE STUFF you have moved by then!” she said with a gleam in her eye.

      There was nothing she hated so much as a self-righteous busybody, and this officious lady personified that title. A good example of a bad example. Well, if she ran into this one again, she surely would be on her guard. No excuse for that kind of behavior!

      Harriet ambled down the hilly street toward her Victorian home. As the three-story shingled structure that she’d inherited from her parents came into view, she noticed a loose shutter on the top floor. I’ll have to get Arthur to fix that. With the next step forward, a coldness settled in her heart. Arthur died in 2012. I need to call a handyman. What was the timetable for grieving over a dead husband? Harriet glanced at her Cartier watch and the five-carat diamond ring that had belonged to her mother. I can hire handymen, pay for catered dinner parties, and buy as much jewelry as I like. But I can’t buy love, or make local writers accept me into their fold.

      The sound of a gull squawking brought her back to the present moment, and Harriet unlocked the back door of her well-furnished home. She paused, grasping the porch railing and gazing out toward the bay in the direction from which the gull’s cry had come. A man with two dogs had stopped along the path below her house. Tall, wearing a green cap, he had two large dogs in tow. Are those Labrador Retrievers? Why is he looking up at me? Do I know him?

      Hmm … probably lost in his own thoughts, as she had been. No big deal. The fog was coming in, and it was time to see about dinner.

      Harriet placed her hand on the smooth brass door handle. As she was about to turn it, she saw a woman running toward the familiar-looking man. It was Brenda Kato, whom she’d just seen running on Barnacle Street. Ooh! Brenda almost got caught up in the leashes! He and Brenda exchanged words, though she couldn’t tell if they were arguing. More reasons not to run. Glad that she could still at least walk, she opened the door and traipsed into her house.
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      Dinner was over, and the phone rang, jarring Brenda from her thoughts of Cynthia. She shook herself out of her tandoori chicken stupor, crossed the kitchen, and picked up her iPhone. It was Jonathon, her best friend from San Francisco. Thank God.

      “Hey honey, did I wake you up? It took ages for you to answer,” Jonathon asked.

      “Oh JB, I’m so glad you called. No, I’m awake. Just not in a good place is all. It’s good to hear your voice.”

      “What’s going on? Last time we talked, you were living the charmed life of a single, middle-aged lesbian with not a care in the world. Do I need to remind you that you live in paradise?”

      “Even paradise sucks at times. Today, I got an anonymous email from a nut job, nearly tripped over a poorly trained dog on my run, and just now, I was tempted to call Cynthia. Does that sound like paradise to you?” Brenda switched the phone from her right hand to her left so she could take a sip of wine without spilling it.

      “Oh, sweetie. I remember when you and Cindy broke up—wasn’t it because she outed the two of you to your mom at your graduation?”

      “Something like that. We kept living together for a while, but things were never the same.” Brenda trailed off, remembering the descent into relationship hell. It was a rent-controlled apartment in the city, after all. But she kept telling me to “claim my identity” and be my “true self.” But the worst part was that she drove a wedge between me and Mom, and then Mom’s cancer returned.

      “Wow, yeah, I remember now. Glad you broke up with that woman. Can you hang on for a sec? My cat is scratching the new armchair, the little shit.”

      Brenda heard him put the phone down, then shouting in the background. While she waited for him to calm the cat, her thoughts returned to her mother. Mom was so closed mouth about her early years. She was only seven when her family was taken away to Tule Lake internment camp—the same age I was when I started piano lessons. She spent three years of her childhood there … I complained about going off to scout camp for a week.

      The phone resonated with Jonathon’s dulcet tones once more.

      “Are you still there, Brenda? Sorry about that. My new roommate keeps giving Farley catnip, and then all hell breaks loose. I had to throw him into his carrier, and you’d think I was setting his tail on fire for all the yowling and caterwauling he’s doing. Anyhow, let me call you back later, OK?” He sounded as frazzled as his cat.

      “Sure, I understand. And thanks for the call. I feel better,” Brenda said, hanging up. Jonathon had said she lived in “paradise.” The small, beautiful coastal town appealed to Brenda’s need for safety and solace. After she’d left San Francisco in 2016, the inheritance from her mother’s estate had allowed her to buy her small home here in Chapel Bay. She’d heard it referred to as “California’s Mayberry,” an apt description. Tourists kept the small town afloat during high season, but the artsy atmosphere, ocean views, and walkability made it a pleasant place to settle. Until today, that is. At least she hadn’t caved in and called her ex. She’d spent the past six years avoiding intimate relationships. Attachment causes pain.

      As she put her dinner dishes into the dishwasher, a curious box she’d found in a room of uncatalogued donations at the library appeared in her mind’s eye. Like her mother’s past, it, too, contained mysteries. She’d brought home one piece of paper from a folder in the box. The typeface looked to be from an old Smith Corona typewriter, the kind her mom used to use.

      It was a poem, written by someone called Elsie Star. She read the first half of the poem.

      Here in these times, and in this place

      How can we move on from disgrace?

      Our better selves must be allowed

      To speak, to move, to lead this crowd.

      And yet, it’s true, the pain is near

      The path is so much less than clear

      The eyes, the heart, the mind can fill

      With images that cast a chill.

      Being stuck, unsure of her direction—this familiar territory, so long buried, boiled up inside of Brenda. And the disgrace she felt after Cynthia outed the two of them to her mother. Did Mom feel disgrace when confronted with a lesbian daughter? Did it go back to having a child born out of wedlock? Did Mom feel like having a gay kid was her punishment, her karma?

      As she looked at the poem once more, Brenda bristled at the painful, chilling images conjured up that very morning. The hate-filled email, written by cowards who hid behind a feigned concern for children, was born of pure evil. This was the same sort of thinking that “othered” her mother in the 1940s. Before heading to bed, she carefully tucked the paper back into her book bag. Focusing on her breath, Brenda’s thoughts returned to the upcoming author talk. If I can just get through this event, I can finally rest and refocus. She drifted off to sleep, but the dream waves were not calm. For the first time, she had nightmares about the father she’d never met.

      ***

      Morning broke at last. Today couldn’t possibly be as bad as yesterday. Brenda left her house and strode down the hill, passing the gentrified buildings. She entered the one-story, stone-fronted library, walked through the main room and then headed straight down the hallway to her office. She thrust her right hand into the pouch of her beige canvas book bag. Yes, she had remembered to put the poem inside. The memory of last night’s dream brought on a wave of dizziness. Did the hate mail about banning books trigger the dreams about Dad? The library’s computer geeks hadn’t been able to trace the origin of the email. They promised to keep trying, but the tone of their email didn’t fill her with hope. Nobody seemed to know who the so-called “Lovers of Literature” really were. Brenda felt like a cat at the end of a slender limb. If the branch broke and she fell to the ground, who would catch her?

      After shedding her sweater—a green cardigan this time—she placed her shoulder bag on her desk alongside the poem she’d been clutching in her left hand. She sat down, unfolded the faded, typewritten page, and carefully smoothed it so that she could see the entire poem. She read the second half of the poem softly to herself:

      Yet here we dwell, like grains of sand

      Eroded down from rock to land

      So small, so changed, so bent and broken

      Hurt by deeds and things unspoken.

      The overarching task ahead:

      To seek the good and thus be wed

      To all who feel the warming sun

      And know that truly, all are one

      And gratitude, that soothing balm

      Can be a way to bring some calm

      For goodness past or not yet here

      Can touch the soul and dissolve fear

      Wow. Brenda was struck by the idea of seeking good amongst broken fragments of one’s psyche. Finding Father, the kindhearted mystery man she imagined him to be. Until I can know who Dad was, I will never find a sense of calm. I will never trust my heart to a partner, never know true love again.

      Why the new urgency to find him? Why now? Brenda shut her eyes and shook her head from side to side, trying to clear the cobwebs. With a sigh, looked at her computer keyboard, her attention drawn to yesterday’s yellow sticky note to-do list she’d stuck beneath the space bar. Better get Franklin Fargo on the phone. He answered on the second ring, proof positive that not all writers slept until noon.

      Franklin was more effete than she’d expected, requesting a special chair and lamp for the reading. In Brenda’s experience, this wasn’t the usual sort of request authors made for their readings. She guessed he was just a bit “extra.” He became strangely avoidant when asked about his Midwestern background. Maybe he came from a poor family and didn’t want to reveal it. I guess we are all entitled to a few secrets.

      By four-thirty, Brenda was exhausted. She’d staffed the circulation desk from eleven a.m. until one p.m., missing lunch. Starving, she’d scooted a noisy group of toddlers into the children’s room, as the “book lady” was out sick. She’d no choice but to read to them. It was a good thing that Maurice Sendak’s illustrations were just as lovely as his writing. Hunger forced a growl from Brenda’s stomach, and she grabbed a power bar. It was time to go home. No clouds this afternoon; it would be a great day to run by the ocean. Twenty-five minutes later, she was heading out the door of her house, headed for the trail. She took five deep inhales and exhales, did one final hamstring stretch, and began her strides.

      The first mile was arduous. She had trouble getting her breathing to settle down. By mile two, though, things had loosened up, and she settled into a relaxed cadence. Brenda liked to count steps when she ran. Counting every fourth step, she made it to 440. One mile. Ah—this was good. Brenda looked at her watch, checking on her pace every few minutes. Mile three found her at a ten-minute mile pace, and she sped up just a tad.

      Her mind betrayed her, turning to the hate mail she’d received the day before and the strange car that had followed her[11] . Why me? Why now? As a kid, she’d stood out as the little Japanese girl in classes of mainly white kids. Now, she was a middle-aged Japanese lesbian with nowhere to hide. The thought that others wanted to ban books about her people, both Asian and LGBTQ—hurt so much.

      Run faster. Hide. Escape.

      SHIT! Just then, the curb came up and grabbed her foot. Nearly toppling, Brenda righted herself before gravity forced her to the pavement. She took a breath and found herself eye-to-eye with that same old guy from yesterday. Green cap, scuffed leather shoes, blue eyes big as saucers.

      “Hey, there! We meet again! Are you okay?” he blurted, attracting the attention of two teens on bikes.

      “Oh, thanks. Yes. Got a little distracted. Glad your dogs weren’t in my way …”

      Wearing a half grin, the man looked down.

      “It seems like that curb could do a lot more damage than either of these mutts. Better watch where you’re going, my friend. You could get seriously hurt!”

      “No kidding. Well, I’d better get on with it. Big race on Saturday.”

      "By the way, I'm Joe. What's your name?"

      "Brenda.” She tipped her water bottle up and took a long gulp. “I've really gotta go now."

       The man stepped back. “I’ll cheer for you from the sidelines!”

      “Okay, thanks,” Brenda replied, with a curt nod.

      Great.

       Bystanders judged her from their safe perches on the berm of the road.

       Don’t I already do a good enough job of judging myself?

      ***

      On Thursday, Brenda's right ankle was sore and slightly swollen from catching the curb the previous afternoon. Still, she was determined to stay focused on the upcoming half marathon. By Friday evening, the swollen ankle was back to normal. Her pre-race thoughts were a mixture of a little more joy than fear. The joy, for Brenda, was in anticipating that moment when legs, heart, and lungs all cooperated, and her mind joined along for the ride.

      The fear was that somehow those elements wouldn’t click into place, would leave her gasping for air and desperate to get to the finish line without dying. In fact, she had run her best time, setting a personal record in the 2018 Chapel Bay Half. She’d missed the one in 2019 because of a pulled hamstring, and Covid knocked out 2020 and 2021. With any luck, she’d rediscover her former fast self this year.

      Just before bedtime, the phone rang. Brenda looked at the screen and saw that Jonathon was calling again. Yay!

      “Hey JB! Thanks for calling back.”

      “Yes, no screaming cat this time. Honey, why in the world has it been over a year since we’ve seen each other? I mean, Covid and all, yeah, but still. Girl, I need some face time with you!”

      “Oh, I feel you. You’re the one and only person I can truly relax around. Can you come down for a visit soon? Like maybe next month?”

      “Oh, perfect. I need a break from SF. The men I’ve gone out with here are so pretentious, and I’ve gotten really tired of being ghosted by Tinder dates. You have NO idea!”

      “Sweetie, I do kind of get it. Here in CB, the only lesbians I ever meet are married or are so into themselves that there is no room for anyone else in their universe. Are we too picky?”

      “OMG, Bren. It isn’t being too picky that got me into and out of three rotten relationships. I just think I need a break. Why don’t we get in touch at the end of next week and figure out which weekend works for both of us?”

      “Yes, let’s. Meanwhile, I’m running the CB Half in the morning, so send me some good energy. Sure wish I had you to train with, like in the old days.”

      “Baby, I’ll picture you running by the ocean with a big smile on your face, crossing that finish line with a flourish. Then the most important part—gorging on delicious pastries!”

      “Okey dokey, Mr. Carb. I’d better get to bed now—O’dark thirty comes early.”

      “Sweet dreams, love. Send me a text of your finish times. I need to be inspired.”

      “Will do, and thanks for the call.”

      “Nighty-night, Brenda.”

      After they hung up, Brenda heaved an enormous sigh. Hearing her best friend’s voice was the healing balm she’d needed. Fear got pushed a little farther down the running path, and joy got a little closer. This was going to be a great race!

      ***

       Saturday morning came, and Brenda drove down the hill to the parking area that abutted the starting line at Fisherman's Wharf. Dawn was just breaking, pink streaks decorating the sky. It was a cloudless morning with a slight wind. Perfect day for a race!

      Five minutes passed. It was time to get into the starting corrals. The race organizers had divided nearly four thousand excited runners into three groups, placed according to expected finish times. After the national anthem, the mayor spoke and off went group one. Brenda started up her running watch. The usual “Wait for GPS” message crossed the screen. Two minutes later, Brenda hit “start” and she and her temporary comrades in group two were off and running.

      The first three to five miles were always the hardest for Brenda, and she concentrated on not going too fast too soon. The water stops every two miles had never been more welcome. A beautiful blonde woman ran past her, nearly elbowing her as they rounded a curve. I wonder who that pushy one is? Next, she noticed a crowd of ten people gathered in a wide area along the side of the road.

      Someone called her name. “Hey, Brenda! Good job!”

      It was old “blue eyes,” the guy with the two labradors, desperately trying to get Brenda’s attention. He had a big sign. It read, “You Are All Kenyans to Me.” Brenda gave him a nod as she ran past and glanced toward the turnaround point less than a quarter mile ahead of her. Although she would never be as fast as a Kenyan, the thought made her smile.

      The second half of the race was nearly all downhill, and the miles went by quickly. By the time she hit the “Mile 11” sign, Brenda had a great feeling about her race time. She looked at her faithful watch and noticed that she was running at a nine-minute mile pace. If I can keep this up, I may set another personal record!

      Thoughts ran into one another; before she knew it the “Mile 13” sign appeared. A tenth of a mile to go, and the roar of the crowd enveloped her like a warm blanket. I made it!

      “Brenda Kato just crossed the finish line,” said the booming voice.

      She gratefully took her medal and bottle of water from the volunteers and looked up at the sky.

      “Thank you, Green Tara.”

      Hmm … maybe the Tibetan Buddhism she had studied was taking hold.

      Just then, the pretty blonde from earlier appeared next to her, ruddy-cheeked from the run.

      “Well, people rarely call me ‘Green Tara,’ but my name IS Tara, and I DO try to follow an eco-friendly path,” said the woman, winking suggestively.

      “Oh … um … you caught me talking to myself … kinda. Oh—I’m Brenda, it’s nice meeting you,” Brenda blurted, her feet stumbling in sync with her words.

      “Great race, Brenda. Enjoy the rest of your day!” With that, she was gone.

      Brenda couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something significant about encountering an actual Tara while visualizing the great Green Tara, the goddess who had sprung from a lotus blossom. Green Tara, the protectress of navigation, spiritual travel, and a guide toward enlightenment.

      What about this human Tara? Was she as mystical as she was beautiful? Brenda sighed, aware of a warmth spreading from her lower belly. I wish I could have said something more eloquent. Admitting to talking to myself was probably the least dignified thing I’ve said to anyone, ever … but it doesn’t really matter. I won’t be dating anyone, let alone this angelic creature.

      Oh well. Time to check race results. Walking to the results booth, she punched her bib number into the computer.

      Overall time: 2:00:17

      Pace: 9:10 minute mile

      Race Place: 1341/3766

      Age Group Place: 32

      Gender Place: 477

      Two hours, seventeen seconds. She wasn’t in danger of getting any prizes or awards, but it looked as if the goal of running a four-hour marathon was still a possibility, maybe even a probability! With that in mind, Brenda walked slowly back to her Camry. Would this great race time have pleased Mom? Probably not.

       Brenda scooted in behind the steering wheel. Here I am, still wishing for approval from one who didn’t even approve of herself.

      With a sigh, she inserted the key into the ignition and started the engine. Mom, you’ll forever be a mystery to me. Why couldn’t you have told me about Dad? What would the harm have been? I asked again and again, and you always cut me off. Driving off, Brenda realized how remarkable it was that her spiritual longings could morph into a longing for her family. Maybe it’s a case of trying to substitute one type of belonging for another.
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