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Concussion and Contentment

Vivian Chastain, Book Three

Liz Faraim


For “Bear” Garcia. I love you. I miss you. Fuck cancer.


Chapter One

SPRING 2006

Sacramento, CA

 

Sweat dripped and bass pulsed as hundreds of women writhed and bumped to the music. Tick, the club DJ, was killing it. The vibe was so good that I was high on it. There was a line at my station ten people deep, customers jostling for position while dancing and shuffling forward each time I finished a drink order. One of my regulars stepped up and waved a twenty-dollar bill at me. She was in her forties, sporting a bowler hat and forearm tats.

“Viv, show me them titties and tats!” she shouted over the thumping and chatter.

I had already stripped down to my sports bra, with my beater hanging from the back pocket of my Dickies. It was hot for April, and the press of sweating, dancing bodies had made the nightclub a sauna.

“Aw, Tig, you know I can’t do that,” I said with a smirk and turned my back to the crowd. Behind the bar was a wall-to-wall mirror. I gyrated my hips to Bubba Sparxxx’s “Ms. New Booty,” which had become a club favorite. I made eye contact with Tig in the mirror as she jumped to the beat, still waving the twenty-dollar bill at me. Shoving down the shyness that crept up, I slapped on the façade of the confident butch barkeep I wore to work. I pulled my sports bra up, just a bit.

She hollered to her friends, “She’s doing it, she’s doing it!”

Amidst the chaos, they leaned to the side to see my reflection in the mirror, their mouths agape, eyes laser focused on me. I kept the tease up for a minute, dancing to the song, pulling my bra up a bit and lowering it again. Each time I lowered it, there was a chorus of “Awwwww’s” behind me. I finally relented and pulled my sports bra completely off. Their hoots and hollers made me grin, and I continued dancing for myself in the mirror.

Just as the song was ending, a bright light flashed in the mirror, reflecting straight into my eyes. I traced the light back along the mirror and saw it was coming from near the front door. Buck, our bouncer, stood on the rungs of her barstool by the door, flashing her Maglite at me. When we made eye contact, she tapped the top of her head three times, which was the sign that the cops were coming. I shimmied back into my sweaty sports bra, which was no easy feat, and turned back to my customers.

Tig pulled me into a hug across the bar. She tucked the bill into my waistband, her rough fingers lingering far too long on my skin. “Thanks, Viv. Looking good. Those tits and tats, you are so fucking hot. If I weren’t married, things’d be different.”

I patted her cheek and ended the hug, doing my best to keep my cool and stay in my role.

“Good to see you, Tig. The usual?”

She nodded and I poured her an Irish Car Bomb. She slapped some more cash on the bar, dropped the shot glass of whiskey and Bailey’s into her pint of Guinness, and chugged the whole frothing mess while her crew cheered her on. She slammed the pint glass down, wiped her mouth on her bare arm, belched, and disappeared into the fray.

Jen, the barback, bounced up to me with her usual level of cheer, and began unloading glasses fresh from the washer. “Tig still trying to get into your pants?” Her voice dripped with disgust as she fingered the American Spirit cigarette tucked behind her ear.

“Always.” I uncapped some beer bottles and rang up my next customer. “You know, I’ve been doing this job a few years now, and know that there’s a certain level of shit we have to put up with if we want those tips. And I need those tips. But it’s getting less amusing when people forget we are human and not a piece of meat.”

Jen nodded knowingly. “How much did she give you this time?”

“Twenty bucks. More generous than usual. She must have just gotten paid.”

“Well, don’t include it when you tally up your tips tonight. When you tip me out, I don’t want any of that. You earned it.” There was a pitying turn to Jen’s lips, and I nodded at her slowly.

We turned to watch as the police pushed their way past the line of women waiting to get into the club. Buck stopped them in the entryway at her lectern. She stood tall, her perfectly pressed uniform shirt tucked into her Wranglers. Jen slapped my ass and hustled back out to gather up empty glasses and beer bottles and likely drop her weed and pipe into one of the potted plants.

I spotted Sheila, our manager, mingling in the press of bodies and waved her down. I pointed toward the cops. She nodded and slithered her way through the crowd the way any seasoned bar or restaurant worker does. Sheila and Buck eventually convinced the officers to leave, which was a relief. Uniformed police in a queer nightclub were bad for business.

The frantic pace kept up until last call. Eventually Tick turned on the house lights and Buck worked her way around the place, breaking up lingering conversations with her usual: “You don’t have to go home, but ya can’t stay here.” As she escorted out the last couple and locked the doors behind them, I posted up on a bar stool and counted out my tips and cash drawer.

My hip itched and I remembered the money Tig had put there. I pulled the sweaty bill out of my waistband and dropped it into my tip bucket with disgust. The rant I had been holding back burst forth to no one in particular.

“Who do the fuck do they think they are, putting their hands all over us like they own us? Like we’re in a fucking petting zoo!”

“Pipe down, Viv.” Sheila lit a cigarette and watched us like a hawk as we counted the club’s money. I grumbled. “It’s just part of the job. It’s part of the atmosphere here. Remember what I told you way back on your first day?”

I turned and made eye contact with Sheila. Her brown eyes challenged me, a crinkle at the corners, her right eyebrow cocked just a hair. She took a long drag on her cigarette and blew it at me. She knew I was a runner and hated cigarette smoke, so I took it as a blatant sign of disrespect.

Speaking through clenched teeth I recalled, “On my first day you said: Know your place, stay in your role. Desirable. Flirty. Available but not attainable. Is that right?”

“Bingo.” She pointed a nicotine-stained finger at me. “If you don’t like it, you know there are a dozen other gals ready to take your spot. This is the only lesbian nightclub in Sac and it’s hoppin’. Adjust your attitude or get out.”

I went back to counting out my drawer. The bills were soggy with a combination of spilled beer and boob sweat. It was amusing how many women used their bras as a wallet, but at the end of the night the damp bills weren’t so cute.

My relationship with Sheila had taken several hits because I had disappeared on her a few times. Once friendly and warm, my boss now barely tolerated my presence, and only because I brought in big money. The customers loved me. Sheila would be an idiot to fire me, and clearly, she resented the fact.

Over the last two years I had beat a thieving customer to a pulp, disappeared because I had to go into hiding after witnessing a heinous crime, and gotten myself hospitalized with sepsis. My attendance at work hadn’t exactly been great because of all that, and Sheila didn’t seem to trust me anymore. Since returning from my bout with sepsis the previous year I hadn’t missed a single shift. That fact alone made me mad that Sheila hadn’t warmed back up to me. Work used to be one of my favorite places to be, Jen and Buck were some of my favorite people, but Sheila giving me the cold shoulder and my growing discontent with grabby customers were souring the pot.

Jen went about clearing the glasses, beer bottles, and trash that had been left all over the bar. Occasionally she would groan and announce whatever disgusting detritus she had found: used condoms and gloves tucked into the potted plants, puke in the corner, empty baggies, whippit canisters, and even someone’s thong underwear.

I finished my count, my drawer balancing out perfectly, and shoved it across the bar to Sheila. I grabbed my gear and walked into the back bar to find Jen and give her a cut of my tips. Buck unlocked the door and followed me out. We walked down Twenty-First Street, which was mostly deserted at the early hour, aside from the occasional person sleeping in a doorway. We reached my truck and I fished out my keys. Buck wasn’t much for small talk so when she cleared her throat, I was surprised.

“Things’ll settle down. Stick around.” Her gravelly voice tapered off as she gave my back a hearty thump, spun on her heel, and headed back to the bar.

“G’night, Buck.” She looked over her shoulder at me and nodded, her mullet flapping in the breeze.


Chapter Two

Thankfully, I found a parking spot on Twenty-Fourth Street, close to my apartment building. Out of sheer habit, I looked up to the window over the front door awning to see if the lights were on. The window was dark. I expected to be disappointed, but I wasn’t. I hustled down the steps into the chilly underground lobby and climbed the stairs to the first floor. At the top, I cast a glance at the door for apartment #101, the one with dark windows. I had experienced a wide range of emotions over the years because of the person who lived in #101. Her name was Ang. But all of that, the ups and downs, had leveled out into…nothing. Flatlined.

I clicked my tongue and took long strides down the dank corridor to my studio. I slid the key into the deadbolt and unlocked it slowly, careful not to make any sound. I double locked the door behind me and set down my tip bucket and gear in the carpeted, dark entryway. Once I’d stripped down to a beater and boxer briefs, I lined my boots up, mindful to tuck the laces in. I folded my work clothes and placed them in line with my boots. I walked silently into the main room of my studio, which was lit by the low blue glow of a little fish tank, and slid gently into the bed in my crappy old futon, careful not to shake the frame. I grinned at the warmth already within the sheets. Just as I closed my eyes to settle in, a smooth voice broke the silence.

“Babe, I didn’t hear you come in. Hey.” She rolled toward me and slid her soft hand under my beater, resting it on my hip.

I smiled in the dark and nuzzled my nose into her hair, placing a kiss on her throat. “Hey, Audre. Glad you chose to stay over. I was trying not to wake you up. And you know I love using the creep when I can. It’s good practice.”

“Vivian, you’re a civilian now. I know you like to stay in prime soldiering condition, but all your sneaking in here is going to do is give me a damn heart attack.”

Her hand on my hip gave a little tug and I slid my body up against hers. Hips to hips, breasts to breasts. Her lips found mine and I melted, returning her kiss with an urgency that surprised me. Drawing her bottom lip in, I gave it a playful nibble as I slid my thigh between her legs.

“Easy, cowboy. I have to be up for work in two hours,” she said. I relented and shifted so her head was on my chest. She snuggled up to me, her breath slowing and evening out within minutes. I watched my fish float in their tank under the mellow blue light and listened to the sounds of my studio at 4:00 a.m.: the tank filter burbling, my upstairs neighbor walking around his apartment, and the light-rail bell clanging outside.

I tried to sink into the familiar sounds and allow the sensation of Audre sleeping on my chest to lull me into a slumber, but my thoughts spun. Frustration over my discontent at work and curiosity about my lack of reaction when I walked past Ang’s apartment won out. Eyes closed, I distracted myself by counting the footfalls as my upstairs neighbor continued his nightly pacing. At some point I drifted into intense, nonsensical dreams.

I was pulled out of the fray by the alarm on Audre’s phone chiming. Her weight shifted and the alarm stopped. I rubbed my cheeks and cracked an eyelid. The gray light of dawn filtered in around the window blinds.

“Shit. Sorry I woke you, Viv. Go back to sleep,” she whispered. The futon gave a small creak as Audre got up. The bathroom door shut with a gentle click, and I wondered if an hour and a half of sleep was going to be enough. A metal bar from the frame of the futon dug into my back through the thin foam mattress and I took that as my sign that I was not going to fall back to sleep.

I got up to feed the fish and registered my sore back. I sprinkled some flakes into the tank and stood for a moment, watching as the Tetras and Bettas came to life and darted about, gobbling up their breakfast. I had never liked the smell of fish food, oily and a bit like low tide, so I rinsed my fingertips in the kitchen sink. In a haze, I put on the kettle to make some tea, leaning against the kitchen counter until the water boiled.

Audre came out of the restroom and pulled me into a hug, her skin still warm from the sheets and sleep.

“Have a good day at work, babe,” I said into her neck.

She nodded, her hair brushing my cheek. “Before I go, I wanted to check in with you on what we talked about yesterday.” She ended the hug and scooped her purse up from the small kitchen table. Calling it a kitchen table was a stretch; it was actually a folding card table, but it fit the studio and worked for me.

I dug into my memory, searching for what she might be talking about.

Her mouth opened a bit, enough for me to catch a sliver of her teeth. The corners of her eyes tightened ever so slightly when I didn’t respond right away.

“Viv. My family. Remember?”

“Shit. Yes. Yeah, I thought about it, and you’re right. It’s definitely time for me to meet your family. Just tell me when, and I’ll be there.”

Audre gave me a flippant grin, kissed my cheek, and headed toward the door.

“Nice save, Viv. Nice save. See you later.” With that, the door closed, and the water for tea came to a boil. I pulled the pot off the burner and poured hot water over a tea bag, the peppermint aroma immediately filling my tiny kitchen. I stared into the cobalt-blue mug and watched the tea bag sink, leaving behind brown swirls, coloring the water as it went.

Audre was right; we had been dating well over a year, and I hadn’t met her family yet. To be fair, she hadn’t broached the subject until the previous day. I couldn’t remember the last time I had been brought home to meet any of my partner’s families. While past connections had been intense, the whole relationship escalator was not for me. All of which was complicated by my being polyamorous. So many people weren’t out to their families about their own polyamory. I wasn’t interested in putting on a monogamous front for their sake. Audre wasn’t closeted; meeting her family just hadn’t come up. Though it made me curious if any of her other partners had met her family. I flipped open my phone and sent her a text.

I know this probably isn’t a great topic to discuss by text, and should have asked you yesterday, but I wonder if any of your other partners have met your family?

I folded the futon bed back into a couch, grabbed a banana, and sat down. Blowing into the mug, I took small sips as I awkwardly opened the book one handed, finding my page. The paperback, Norwegian Wood by Haruki Murakami, fell open mercifully just as I was about to spill my tea. I settled onto the couch and gladly ran away into the world of Watanabe, Midori, and Naoko.

“I want you always to remember me. Will you remember that I existed, and that I stood next to you here like this?”

“Always,” I said. “I’ll always remember.”

The book was well loved, the spine cracked, the pages smudged and dog eared. Of all the times I had read it, those lines always stuck with me. A familiar sensation in my chest writhed as I studied the words, so I put the book down on my lap for a moment. The sensation was akin to a gap that had been there my whole life, yet to be resolved.

I had been working with my therapist, Alexia, on it for a couple of years. Long enough to know that the gap wasn’t a gap, but more like a younger part of me, a part that hadn’t been fulfilled in childhood and still sought to be seen and nurtured. A part that I had spent most of my adult life shoving down because it didn’t feel good. In the past I would have suppressed it by going out for a run or gliding an X-Acto blade across my skin, but I was working to not do that anymore. So I sat, my eyes closed, and recited the lines in my head again, telling myself I want you always to remember me. Will you remember that I existed, and that I stood next to you here like this?…Always. I’ll always remember.

The same writhing sensation rose. I focused on it and greeted it. Acknowledged it. Told it I loved it. Held it. All the loving things I hadn’t experienced as a kid, I gave to myself in that moment. And only when the writhing slowed and eventually stopped did I pick the book back up and read on.

*

Soccer practice had ended, and the sun was well on its way to setting. The coach had finished packing up his gear. The other kids were gone, already picked up by their parents or had ridden off on their bicycles. I sat on an old railroad tie at the edge of the parking lot. Between my cleats, a dandelion grew up in the gravel. My legs were deeply tan from summertime play and lack of sunscreen. Heat from the day radiated up from the ground, though a breeze of cool air blew in from the nearby tomato fields, carrying with it the unique scent of the cannery across town. A scent I couldn’t quite describe, other than to say it was sharp, earthy, and had a tinge of garlic to it.

Gravel crunched as Coach Jeff lowered himself to sit on the railroad tie next to me. His muscular, hairy legs looked like tree trunks next to my wiry kid legs.

“No sign of your mom yet, eh?”

“No,” I said quietly, not wanting to talk about it.

“Hmph.” He rubbed his mustache, which made a sandpapery noise.

Coach Jeff and I sat there, not speaking. He picked at his cuticles and periodically scrubbed at his face. I watched water birds fly toward the manmade lake and listened to traffic pass by on the nearby road. As dusk fell, a car turned into the parking lot, kicking up dust, going a bit too fast for the gravel. The headlights cut a path through the darkness. The car, a Nissan sedan, made its way toward us and finally pulled up in front of where we sat. I stood, grabbing my backpack, and climbed into the passenger seat. I put my backpack between my feet on the floorboard and looked at my mother. She sat in the driver’s seat, hands gripping the wheel, her posture tight. Her brown hair fell just below her shoulders. She didn’t say a word or even bother to look at me. Her resentment for my existence hung heavy in the hot air of the car.

Coach Jeff walked around to the driver’s side and motioned that he wanted my mom to roll down her window. Without even looking at him, Mom pressed the accelerator, and drove out of the parking lot in a spray of grit.

*

Audre sent me a text in response.

Sorry for the delay, I was in a meeting. Yes, Darren and Shae have both met my family.

My chest zinged painfully as I read her reply. I wondered why her other two partners, who were much more casual connections, had met her family first. I knew that thought missed the entire point of poly, but I’d always been a competitive person, and found myself hoping that her family liked me better than Darren and Shae.

Shaking my head at my own insecurities, I drew in a breath and scrubbed at my face, much as Coach Jeff had done so long ago. I took a deep pull of tea and flipped around Norwegian Wood until I found another favorite section. One that also made my chest writhe, but I wanted to contemplate it anyway.

“Do you think you weren’t loved enough?”

She tilted her head and looked at me. Then gave a sharp, little nod.

“Somewhere between ‘not enough’ and ‘not at all.’ I was always hungry for love. Just once, I wanted to know what it was like to get my fill of it—to be fed so much love I couldn’t take any more. Just once.”

I rolled the lines around in my head and chest and allowed myself to feel what came up. It was an exercise that forced me to work through whatever appeared, which were the same things I had been running from for years. Life in the army had been perfect for stuffing feelings down, but I was not a soldier any longer, and it was time to let go.

Tea and banana gone, it was time to get moving. I was confident that rush hour was over, and I could safely get on the road without much traffic. I peed, brushed my teeth and hair, slipped into some running clothes, shoved protein bars, almonds, bananas, apples, and a water bottle into my day pack, and headed for the door.

I chose to ride my motorcycle, rather than drive. In the underground parking garage, I pulled out riding gear from the bike’s hard bags and put the jacket and pants on over my running clothes. I shoved my day pack into the hard bags. The bike’s engine purred in the underground garage. It was a 2003 Honda ST1300, and I adored it. As I backed the bike out of my parking space I glanced toward Ang’s reserved spot. Sure enough, there was her Subaru. Her road bike was loaded up on the roof rack, which meant she would be returning to the garage. Her bike was worth thousands, and I knew she never left it unattended long. I pulled up to the sensor which opened the gate, and rode up the steep, narrow driveway until I popped out on Twenty-Fourth Street.

Once on the freeway I moderated my speed until I reached the west side of Davis. The natural flow of traffic, when there wasn’t a jam, always picked up around that point. My bike was warmed up and running smoothly. I accelerated and checked the speedometer, which read 90 mph, though the bike didn’t give any hint of the speed. Not a single wobble or strain. The tires and shocks absorbed the bumps and cracks of Interstate 80. My black riding pants flapped a bit. Cool air found its way up the sleeves, and down the back of my riding jacket. My head snug inside the helmet pads, my face behind the full-face visor, I sliced through the wind.

Between Dixon and Vacaville were a few miles of farmland. Green foothills began to rise on the horizon. I knew they would be golden-brown and dry within a month. When the grasses died and the hills turned from green to gold, I struggled to enjoy the vistas. The heat and dusty dry dirt brought to mind memories of childhood and my time in the military. Hot, dusty, dry places had never been good to me. I focused back on the road and realized I had just passed a car in a blur. My eyes flicked to the speedometer—110mph. I turned the throttle a bit more, hitting 120mph. The bike didn’t bog down or whine, though even the slightest shifting in my seat made the bike wobble. I hunched down until my chest was resting on the gas tank. I approached the weigh station at the west side of Fairfield, knowing it was usually teeming with Highway Patrol. I didn’t care, and blew past the weigh station, registering the blur of a Highway Patrol motorcycle officer on his Harley at the side of the road, radar gun in hand and pointed right at me. In a blink I had passed him and saw him fumbling to stow his radar gun. My exit was next, and I had to slow for the bend in the connector ramp, leaning into the turn so hard that my pegs scraped the road. I hit the throttle as soon as the road straightened and took off down the freeway as fast as my bike could go.

I recognized how reckless my reaction was. There was no reason for me to run. I was licensed, insured, and had a clean record. No warrants. Yet, there I was, smiling into my helmet, my thighs clenched tight to the bike, chest on the tank. Electricity coursed through me, heart racing, sweat forming under my jacket despite the wind. The freeway was only two lanes for that stretch, so I had to weave around cars and trucks. Traffic had built up a bit but was still moving so I split lanes between vehicles, so close I could have reached out and touched them on either side of me.

I clenched my jaw, forcing myself to focus. The blue and red police lights flashed in the side mirror. The cop was so far back, I was confident he wouldn’t catch up to me. He was on a Harley, and I was on a bike built for speed and agility. By the time I reached the Benicia-Martinez bridge there was no sign of the officer in my mirrors, so I slowed to 80 mph, to enjoy the view of the water below and the huge form of Mount Diablo ahead.

On the far side of Martinez, I cut over to another highway, and then made my way through the back roads to Briones Regional Park. Briones was the place I went to when I was happy, and when I was suicidal, and everything in between. The park filled me up, no matter how empty I was, especially when the hills were still green.

I found a rare shady parking spot in the gravel lot and shut the bike down. The engine pinged as it cooled, while I stripped off my riding gear and put on running shoes. I locked up my riding gear in the hard bags of the bike and slipped into my day pack, snapping the hip and chest straps. My heart was still racing from the exhilaration of the ride. I jogged over to the cattle gate and let myself into the park, then jogged to the picnic area to use the outhouse.

The pit toilet was as disgusting as it always was. The park staff did a great job of keeping the outhouse stocked with toilet tissue and keeping the floors clean, but nobody seemed brave enough to clean the chute that led from the toilet seat to the pit below. The inside of the chute was without fail always covered in sprays of diarrhea. As if dozens of people, over time, had had explosive diarrhea in that park outhouse. It confounded me, and if a day ever came that I found it clean, I would be shocked. I exited the outhouse and used some hand sanitizer from my pack since the bathroom didn’t have a sink or running water. I took a swig from my water bottle, put on my sunglasses, and jogged toward the gate.

Between me and the gate was a man with a huge stick. I slowed, scanning him. He gestured to me to stop. I halted about twenty feet away from him. He said something to me that I couldn’t make out at first, his accent thick. He repeated himself and motioned to the ground with his stick.

“Rattlesnake,” he said. And sure enough, there was a rattlesnake in the middle of the path, stretched out sunning itself. Its belly bulged, as if it had just eaten. The man kept nudging at it with the stick, trying to steer the snake toward a nearby creek bed. It slowly complied, not interested in biting anybody. Eventually the snake was a safe distance off the trail. I gave the guy a nod and said thanks. He nodded back and walked back toward his children, who were playing in the meadow.

The gate clanged shut behind me. That was a sound one could hear throughout the park, as there were similar cattle gates on most of the extensive trails. I adjusted to a jog and started the incline on Alhambra Creek trail. It wasn’t ideal for trail running, with its narrow footpath and abundance of tree roots, but I pushed on. Up, up, up I went, winding my way through various trails until I crested the peak, my lungs and quads ready to explode.

I stopped for a much-needed water break at sign marker 22. As the water hit my guts they clenched up and I had a moment where I thought I might spew. Sitting heavily in the grass off the trail, I focused on slowing my breathing. My cheeks blazed from the exertion of the run. I forced myself to sit up straight to take pressure off my cramping guts.

The view was worth the discomfort. A panorama of squat trees and green hills interrupted only by the blue sky and wispy clouds. I drew in a deep breath through my nose, counting as I went. One…two…three…four…five… It was an exercise I had learned from a therapist long ago to help with anxiety, that was also helpful for other forms of discomfort. A gentle breeze rustled the grasses and bay trees. I blew out my breath slowly and opened my eyes when I heard footfalls coming up the trail from the opposite direction.

A hearty soul plodded by sporting heavy hiking boots, a floppy sun hat, and hairy, chiseled legs. We exchanged nods as he wiped a bead of sweat from the tip of his nose. He didn’t stop to chat. Nobody ever did. The trails deep in the park, which were far less traveled, tended to draw hikers and runners who sought the solitude the inner reaches of the park offered.

As my body settled down, the cramping and nausea subsided. I stretched and got back on the trail, trying to do a better job of monitoring my body. I went down to the far side of the park, eventually reaching a nice flat trail that led to Bear Creek staging area. I flopped down onto a picnic bench, my legs and feet numb. Unbuckling my day pack with swollen fingers, I wiggled out of it and placed it on the weathered table. I dug out a water bottle, protein bar, banana, apple, and almonds. I sat and contemplated them for a beat and then scanned the area.

I was sitting on the outskirts of a large field, bordered by a parking lot. I had often started hikes and runs from this staging area and wasn’t at all surprised to see an orange Subaru with bike racks on the roof parked there. Almost every time I had visited the Bear Creek side of the park, that Subaru, and the man who owned it, were there. Though there was no sign of him or his mountain bike. Just his car. Another breeze blew through the trees along the creek making a sound not unlike the sandpapery scrape of Coach Jeff’s mustache under his calloused hand.

I ate, mindful to chew well and to not eat too quickly despite a ravenous hunger. The slow influx of water and calories helped, making the shakes begin to fade. Fatigue crept in, and I knew I had a choice to make before it got too bad: Take a nap or get back on the trail. I chose a short nap and set an alarm on my old Timex Ironman watch that I had worn forever. The fabric strap smelled like years of sweat and had salt stains on it. I lay down on the bench, placing the day pack under my head, and drifted off as the warm breeze stroked my skin and made the trees shiver.


Chapter Three

A skill I had learned out of necessity during my time in the military was how to fall asleep just about anywhere. Lying on the narrow wooden plank of the picnic bench seat, a pack under my head and a pleasant breeze blowing across my skin, was all I needed. Sleep overtook me swiftly and I spent some time navigating shallow dreams about waking up with no shoes and having to run back over the mountain in my socks.

I was pulled from my slumber by the sound of bicycle tires on gravel and cracked my eye open in time to see a man shoot by on an orange mountain bike. I sat up, smoothing my hair, and watched as he rode into the parking lot and pulled up to the orange Subaru. I gave a small shake of my head as I considered how amazing it would be to live so close to the park that I could visit it daily like he clearly did.

He began what I knew was his lengthy post-ride routine. If my previous observations of him were accurate, he would spend nearly an hour stretching, changing shoes, eating, hydrating, and checking every square inch of his bike before placing it back on the roof rack, like a daily meditation for him.

The short nap had revitalized me. I packed up, used the outhouse, and got on the trail. I opted not to return on the same trail that I took on the way in, and instead hoofed it over to Seaborg trail. I knew very well that I would not be able to run the entire route, because of how steep some of the inclines were. The challenge was what excited me, so as Seaborg eventually switched from a hard-packed flat surface to ass-kicking, lung-busting incline, I leaned into the pain and kept pushing until I had to relent and slow to a jog, and eventually walk.

My quads, glutes, and lungs were on fire with the exertion. Sweat and snot dripped, even in the cool afternoon air. My body insisted on stopping for a break, but I refused and continued to push, putting one foot in front of the other. Bay and oak trees covered the trail, intermittently blocking out the sun.

*

My entire body ached and throbbed. From the balls of my feet to the top of my head. My scalp had hot spots from the nylon webbing inside my Kevlar helmet. The helmet served as part of my PPE, but it was also three and a half pounds of weight digging into my scalp and compressing my neck. My entire Basic Training platoon was kitted out in BDU’s, full rucks, LCE’s, and carrying M16s.

We were taking the long way back to the barracks from the range. Why the long way? That was our prize for being the best scoring platoon in the company on the M16 range. So, after a long day in the field, we were rewarded with a couple of extra klicks of marching on the way back.

Fort Jackson had its share of hills, and we were in the middle of marching up one of them. I was new to soldiering, my body not fully transformed yet. Somewhere between soft civilian and hard soldier. The rucksack straps dug into the flesh of my shoulders. My tender feet were rubbed raw inside of my boots and my arms were numb from holding my M16 at port arms while marching endlessly.

Our drill sergeant had jogged on ahead, so I took the opportunity to take some of the weight of the rifle, at 7.76 pounds, off my arms by resting the grip on the buckle of my LCE.

I was in a sea of camouflaged, exhausted soldiers, all too tired to even try to sneak in a chat while the cadre was out of earshot. The only sounds were the shuffling of our boots in the dirt, a far-off woodpecker, and a chorus of cicadas.

I had not had an easy childhood, but nothing up to that point in my life had prepared me for the level of discomfort that Basic Training brought. And all I could do was just. Keep. Moving. I watched the bouncing rucksack ahead of me and did my best to focus on that rather than the pain throughout my body. Up and down, the ruck bobbed and swayed. Our boots crunched onward as the late day humidity reached its crescendo. The skies had been clear all day, the sun beating down on us relentlessly at the firing range. But dark-gray thunderheads had rolled in, blocking the sun and muting all the various shades of green I was normally surrounded with. I couldn’t see any sign of the top of the hill because I was buried in the platoon, and the soldiers in front of me shielded my view of the road ahead.

A massive crack of thunder broke the silence, startling us out of our individual stupors. A murmur rolled through the platoon.

I had learned that while we were all training to be soldiers, some were scared to death of things like spiders, mice, and thunder.

Up ahead I heard the baritone of Drill Sergeant Rodriguez. He was a tiny man. Petite, with small features around a dagger-sharp mustache. He was an impossibly fast runner and had quick reflexes. He was rock steady.

While small in stature, he had a big, deep voice, and he was using it to motivate us. Before I could make out what Sergeant Rodriguez was calling out to us, another crack of thunder exploded overhead, so loud that it rattled around in my bones and my ears began to ring. Someone behind me let out a yelp.

Sergeant Rodriguez started over, and the platoon picked up his cadence immediately. It was one we had done before. He called the line, and we called it back to him, our voices echoing mightily through the forest.

Take the hill!

Take the hill!

Take the hill!

Take the hill!

Over and over, we shouted the refrain back to him, as we continued to climb. I was getting punchy from exhaustion and the pressing humidity. The storm clouds finally blotted out the last of the color. Everything a muted grayish green. Feeding off the crazy energy that my body had pulled from the dregs of my reserves, I doubled the volume of my cadence and was shouting as loudly as I could. The inside of my throat hurt as I hollered it raw. Snot and sweat flowed.

When we reached the top of the hill, our cadence faded out. Sergeant Rodriguez called a halt and water break. I stood in the middle of the trail, swaying on my feet when an explosion of lightning lit up the sky, much too close for comfort, followed in rapid succession by more bone-rattling thunder. And then…the clouds opened up. Sheets of rain dumped down on us. The humidity broke immediately, and the air cooled. The dusty dirt trail we were on turned to mud in an instant. Rivulets of water ran down the hill.

Soldiers in various stages of exhaustion all turned their heads to the sky, allowing the fierce rain to wash their faces. The drops were heavier and faster than a showerhead, splattering in my eyes and cooling my feverish skin. The punchy energy began to leave me, drawing out uncontrollable laughter.

I had been reserved and quiet my entire life. But in that moment, on top of a hill in South Carolina, surrounded by strangers who I would put my life on the line for, all I could do was laugh wildly. Huge waves of it worked their way out of me, and I let it out, breaking the rules of decorum and self-discipline. Much to my surprise, Sergeant Rodriguez joined in. His deep laughter was joyous and carefree. I caught a rare glimpse of the human behind the buttoned-up drill sergeant exterior.

Eventually calm was restored, and I was left with a hollow, hungry sensation. Shaky and extremely sad.

Completely soaked, I breathed in deep as the rain continued to wash the sweat and remnants of camouflage paint from my face. As I looked at my platoon, each soldier appeared to be lost in their own thoughts, water dripping from the rims of helmets and the tips of noses. Even Sergeant Rodriguez was having a moment of reflection as he leaned against a boulder, unfazed by the rain.

I made eye contact with the one soldier who wasn’t drifting. I recognized him as being in my platoon, but he was not in my squad, so I hadn’t interacted with him much. He squatted under a low pine tree, unbothered by the rain. He was solidly built, his BDU’s strained around his quads and across his barrel chest. Veins popped on his huge hands and his neck was thick with muscle. He wore the uniform and bore the weight of the gear with ease. I couldn’t make out much more beyond two piercing hazel eyes, and a finger that subtly crooked, beckoning me over to him.

Male and female soldiers weren’t supposed to talk to each other without a battle buddy present. But I took advantage of Sergeant Rodriguez’s lost focus and glided through lines of other lethargic recruits to the soldier who had invited me. I squatted under the tree with him, the weight of my ruck dragging me down. I snuck a quick peek at the name tape on his uniform. Ramirez. I looked at him and his eyes snapped up from my name tape. He extended a large hand to me.

“Ramirez,” he said.

“Chastain,” I replied.

“Jared, actually. But I guess it’s supposed to be Ramirez when I am in uniform.” His hazel eyes danced as the corners of his mouth curled up in a shy smile. The sadness that had enveloped me recoiled into the deep recesses of my chest as his eyes and his smile connected with me.

“Nice to meet you, Jared. I’m Vivian,” I whispered back, conspiratorially.

He paused, deep in thought, running a calloused thumb along his bottom lip.

“You’re…you’re going to be okay, Chastain. I feel it. I know it.” He tapped a thick, yet graceful index finger square in the center of his chest, indicating that was where he felt it.

I stared at him, my brain skittering, unclear on how to respond. The first eighteen years of my life had been devoid of support, leaving behind an emotional vacuum. Internally I grasped for purchase, seeking the right way to respond to him. But I didn’t know how.

A fat drop of water slid down the perfectly straight bridge of his nose. He grinned again warmly.

“It’s okay, Chastain. You don’t have to say anything. Just remember what I said. I know it’s true. You’re gonna be okay.”

I nodded at him numbly, wondering how people knew how to receive care and concern. I could give it, but I couldn’t receive it.

We remained under the creaking pine tree, no more conversation needed, listening to the sloshing of the storm.

*

I had a hard reentry from the stormy South Carolina afternoon back to a spring day on Briones Crest trail in California.

“Take the hill,” I repeated to myself as I trudged the last few meters to the ridgeline. The sadness from the memory stuck with me, and anxiety reared its head to pile on with the sadness. There I was, jogging the ridgeline at Briones, one of my favorite places. My self-avowed Happy Place, but the head-clearing happiness was bogged down in anxiety.

I stopped in the middle of the narrow trail, panting, and turned to take in the view. Down below was the valley that held the cities of Pleasant Hill and Concord. On the other side of the narrow valley rose Mount Diablo. I spent some time taking the mountain in, starting on the north side, then along the ridgeline to the west side, which was scarred by mining, then over the peaks, and down the south side. That process slowed down the anxiety, and all I wanted in that moment was to have Jared on the trail with me. He had been my best friend since that day in Basic Training, throughout both of our enlistments, and then on to being roommates in Morro Bay after our discharges. He had had my back, literally saving my life amidst rapid gunfire and RPG’s. He had been my rock for years, only faltering a few times. And in that moment, on that mountain top, I needed him more than ever.

I took a long pull on my water bottle and fished my cell phone from my day pack. On the ridgeline I had cell service, which was rare in the park. I dialed Jared’s number, knowing he was probably at work at the hardware store.

He answered on the second ring.

“Bueno. Bueno. Hey, Vivi!” His deep voice was full of cheer.

“Hey, Jared. Is this an okay time?”

“Yup, if you can hear me okay. I am using a headset cuz I am driving.”

“Yes. I can hear you. Thanks.”

I listened to the road noise coming through the phone.

“Hey. Viv. Is something wrong?”

“No. I don’t think so. I…you know how when we go running, I tend to, um, drift?”

He chuckled. “Yes. Where’d you drift to today?”

I kicked at a pebble on the trail with the toe of my running shoe. “So, I’m trail running today. You remember that route I took you on at Briones when you visited last year?”

“Oh damn, that’s brutal. Are you by yourself?”

“Yes.”

“That trail is probably one you shouldn’t run alone. It is so desolate. No phone signal in the hills. Just…be careful.”

“I’m careful.” I patted the hard plastic case of the stun gun that was always clipped to the waist of my running shorts.

“Okay. So, where’d your mind wander off to?”

“Do you remember the day we met? The thunderstorm?” My eyes looked up at the blue sky as I said it, reassuring myself that I was in fact in California, years later.

He chuckled again. “Yeah. I remember.”

I started walking along the trail, phone pressed to my ear.

“You know what stood out to me this time? Your nose.” I let out a bark of laughter.

“My nose?”

“Yeah. Your nose was perfectly straight back then. And now…it’s busted and crooked. Honestly, I like it better now. It gives you more of an…edge.”

Our conversation flowed smoothly from there. We talked until my mood was lifted. I started to lose signal and he had reached his delivery stop. We said our goodbyes and I slid the phone shut before putting it back in my pack.

I had reached the start of the steep decline on the trail. It was time to pick up the pace again. Downhill trail running, especially on loose dirt and gravel, was insanely dangerous and incredibly fun. A balance of control while also letting go. I tightened the chest strap of my day pack and went for it.

It was the time of the afternoon when locals started their daily walks on the trails. Diablo View trail was close to the parking lot, so I encountered plenty of people and dogs climbing up the hill while I bombed down it, trying to not bowl anyone over or eat shit on the gravel.

My heart pounded, not from exertion, but from exhilaration. I was laser focused, hopping over the deep rivulets that cut through the path, my eyes watering from the wind.

“On your left,” I shouted as I came up fast behind a pair of hikers working their way slowly down the wide trail. The hikers startled at the sound of my voice and pounding feet. One—who appeared from the back to be a middle-aged man, sporting one of those shirts that Jeff Probst wore on Survivor, cargo pants, and a floppy sun hat—seemed confused by my trail instruction and…stepped to his left, directly into my path. The heavily eroded trail was close to a 50 percent gradient, so he was below me in elevation. I had no choice but to jump; otherwise, we would collide at a high rate of speed, and he was built like a brick wall. My sneakers skittering in the gravel, I leaped, launching myself up and over, the back of my hamstring grazing his shoulder as I cleared him.
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