
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Content Advisory

While this is, at its core, a romance novel, the characters are dealing with difficult issues and situations. My characters curse and sex is open door.

On the page:

Depiction of a mental break, homophobia, gender dysphoria, housing insecurity, forced gender non-conformity, Covid-19 pandemic, unsupportive parent.

Off the page:

Sexual assault, physical assault.

Discussions by characters:

Gender issues, income inequality, mental health, abusive/neglectful parents, sex trafficking, aftermath of long-term sexual abuse, gendered violence.

Please read with due care for your own well-being.
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DECEMBER 2018

I could have told her. 

It’s Standard Relationship Ending 4B, “What Do You Mean You Don’t Want to Completely Dismantle Your Life to Be With Me?” She should have seen it coming, considering the amount of dancing around the subject that’s been going on for the last nine months. 

It’s not that I’m that crazy bartender that stalks all their regulars. Or even some of their regulars. They just sit at the bar a lot, they’re both lawyers, and they both project when emotions get high. So, I know a fair bit about them. I know that he promised to cut his hours at his practice a year ago, and he did for a minute, but now he’s got some ‘very important’ case that keeps him in the office at all hours. I know she turned down a promotion and is training someone else for the position so she could spend more time with him, but the only person she’s been spending more time with is me. 

I know she’s got a tough gig that he sees as somehow less because it’s all pro bono work for folx who can’t afford representation. I’m glad the guy who took her promotion is a stand-up guy. They’ve come in more than once after a tough day to hash it out. He’d be a way better fit for her, if he was into her at all. 

And now Michael Hayes and Calla Robertson have come in for the final blow-out. At least I think that’s where it’s going. Calla switched to neat whiskey an hour ago, which is never a good sign. They’ve chosen a booth near the back, which means I’ve only caught snatches of conversation as I delivered drinks, and some gossip from the wait staff. But I can hear her now just fine.

“If you think I’m wasting one more minute of my time on you, Michael, you’ve got another thing coming.” She’s tossing something small and metallic at him as she snatches her coat out of the booth. He slides out as well, his expression courtroom blank. 

“Calla, come on. You can’t have expected anything else.” He grabs her wrist, not terribly gently.

“I can expect whatever the fuck I want,” she spits. “And it’s clear that I won’t get it from you.” She raises her voice as she breaks his hold. “You cannot seriously think that I or ANYONE with half a brain is going to give up a career, independence, and the right to express their opinion to stay home and raise your perfect little family values babies. I told you I wasn’t going to have children. I told you I wasn’t giving up my job. But I gave up a promotion to be with you, and I’m honestly not sure why, because I had better sex fumbling in the backseat in high school.”

She’s striding through the bar as she says this, but she stops dead in front of me as he snarls, “Career? What career?” Yup. There it is. I can’t believe she wasted a year and a half on this douchenozzle. “Making non-profit money and helping all the little grubbing illegals who’ll never be able to advance your position? I did you a favor making you refuse that promotion.”  

I see the shot go home, but I’m a long-time student of all kinds of body language, especially where Calla Robertson is concerned. I see her find some steel and hear it in her voice as she says, “Well, then, Micheal, since you think so little of my career choice, you should be happy to see the back of the neighborhood I work in. You can send my things to the office.” She makes a magnificent sweeping gesture toward the door.

He does a complicated thing with his face before he says, incredulously, “You’re seriously breaking this off over -” he waves vaguely at the door, “- some dead-end job without prospects when you could be with me? When you could have everything I have to offer you?”

“A pretty prison is still a prison, Michael,” she shoots back. “I’d rather have my dead-end job and keep my bodily autonomy, my opinions, and my vibrator. We’re done. Go home.”

Everyone watches him gather his coat and whatever Calla had thrown at him. As he fiddles with the metal object, I realize it’s a key and he’s meticulously threading it onto his key ring. Heads swivel in eerie unison as he tries to bluster his way through some alpha bullshit as he heads out the door. 

Calla stands straight until he’s out of sight, then she collapses bonelessly onto a bar stool and swings herself around to face me. I’ve already filled a glass with a double shot. I slide it in front of her. “Marry me,” she jokes, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

It’s a long-established joke between us, so I play along by grabbing the lamest excuse I can. “I would, but Gary really needs me to close tonight.”

She laughs, but not enough, then picks up the shot. She downs it like a champ and then says conversationally, “You know, it always seems weird to me that allegedly intelligent men don’t understand that talking about alpha behavior means they’re choosing to behave like scared, captive animals.”

“Hmm,” I reply, “I’ve always thought about it in terms of software.” She raises an inquisitive eyebrow, but she’s had enough to drink that she wobbles a little on the stool. “You know, where the alpha version is unstable and full of bugs and shouldn’t be turned loose on an unsuspecting public.”

She snorts and taps her empty glass. I pour her another double. It’s the only thing I’m allowed to do for her.
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APRIL 2019

I’m sliding into sated sleep when my phone rings. It’s the emergency number from the office. Tighe is supposed to be covering tonight, and David knows it.

“Calla, you promised,” he grumbles.

“It shouldn’t be coming through. Let me just check that we’re not getting swamped.”

The ring tone changes and it’s Tighe dialing my emergency number. I’m seven kinds of pissed. I pick up without preamble. “This better be a legit fucking emergency, Brannigan. I was just dozing off in a very satisfied afterglow.” Can’t hurt to stroke David’s ego a little bit, because I’m afraid I’m going to fuck and flee again. I listen to Tighe’s tight voice. I can’t help interrupting his account of the evening with a correction, even as I mentally facepalm. Before he finishes, I’m reaching for my underwear. “Fuck. Give me twenty. But you owe me like a week of night calls.” 

I give David a short but intense kiss and reach for my bra and dress. “I’m so sorry, baby. There’s no help for it. I will absolutely make it up to you.”

David is unmoved. “Third strike, Calla. I’m tired of waking up alone. I’m out.”

I sigh. I’ve fought too hard, given up too much for this job. It’s extremely fulfilling in every way except the way that I get laid on the regular. “I understand, David, but I never pretended to be any other way.”

“I know. I hoped it would be worth it.” The silent implication that it’s not follows me out of David’s apartment. 

I take a minute in my car to tame my post-sex hair and try and repair my rapidly deflating ego. In David’s defense, there’s been a rash of crazy lately and I’ve found myself assisting on cases outside my purview just to keep other departments from crashing and burning completely. It’s been four months since we managed anything other than a quickie and sometimes a meal. If I turned the tables, I’d be pretty pissed about being treated like that too. Doesn’t make it hurt any less.

I head to the precinct, not sure what I’m walking into. In the waiting room, I pass an angry society wife in full makeup at this time of night. As I wonder about that, a young man walks up to the desk, dark hair tousled and eyes heavy, as though he just rolled out of bed. As he speaks to the officer, the society wife’s head snaps up and she watches him with predatory hunger until he turns toward the seating area. He spots her, freezes, and then walks the widest possible perimeter to sit as far from her as he can manage. He’s not subtle about it, either. He drops into a chair, resting his elbows on his knees, slumped with exhaustion.

I note that as interesting and head for the interrogation room. Angel waves me in and I open the door, prepared to breeze in and give Tighe so much shit. But my words die on my lips as I take in the scene. He might have mentioned the vic was Carine Morhan. Her face is a mass of dark bruises, and both her lips are split. She’s leaning her head tiredly against the wall and he’s holding one of her hands in both of his. It looks so simple, but the energy flowing between them could power L.A. for a year. 

Tighe looks up and, seeing me, carefully folds her hand back into her lap. Even the timbre of his voice is changed. It’s richer, more resonant, his Irish coming through a little thicker as he formally ends the recording, making quick work of sending it to our work drive and sliding me his notes. I see the incredible pain and passion in his expression for one split second as he glances over to Carine before the shutters come down again and his professional mask slips back into place.

Once Tighe has left the room and shut the door, I say, “Well, I will say that knowing you keeps getting more and more interesting.” Her eyes stay closed, and she gives a small shrug of acknowledgement. I press, because it’s the most life I’ve seen from Tighe Brannigan in months, and I’m nosy. “So, you and the boss man, huh?”

That nets me a single eyelid cracked open. “Boss man?”

“Tighe Brannigan. He’s the head of my section of the legal department.” The guy I gave up my promotion to in order to save a relationship that was already doomed. Not that I’m going to tell her that.

“Oh,” she says dully. “We’re not a thing. And we’re not here about Tighe.”

Interesting. Tighe, not Mr. Brannigan. She must know him, at least a little. She flips the cold pack on the table and lays her face back down on it. “Right,” I say. I’m not sure why I want to keep poking at this, but I’ve got a job to do, and I do it. I get the information for Carine’s security company and request the videos, making sure to state they’re evidence in an ongoing case and should be held. I walk Carine through making her statement and it goes swimmingly. We’re out of there in forty minutes. 

As I’m booking her a hotel room, Angel comes in with a go bag for Carine. It seems a little fuller than usual, and I see the lid of a soft drink bottle peeking out. Carine asks about it, and Angel lets her know that Tighe dropped it off. Thank Christ, because it saves me a trip to the office. I’m about to fall on my face. I ask if she needs a ride.

“I called my son,” she says

“Pretty boy, dark hair?” I ask, recalling the young man from the waiting room.

“That’s him.”

“He was in the waiting room when I got here, but so was Claire Morhan.” It had taken me a minute to put the pieces together, but it’s late. I got there eventually.

“Well, obviously no one died. You’d have told me.”  I watch the light dawn in her expression. “Fuck. I do not want to go out there and face her.”

“Figured as much. Let me go get him. What’s his name?”

“Booker. Morhan.” I see the exhaustion hit her as I walk into the hall to let Angel know she’ll need to escort the kid back. I walk out with Angel and stay long enough to make sure they’re headed down the hall. Then, to the accompaniment of Claire Morhan’s death glare, I head for home to succumb to the exhaustion for a couple of hours before the ride starts up again tomorrow. I love my job.
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“HEY, ALYX, YOUR GIRLFRIEND’S here again!” Kristen calls cheerfully as she heads to the kitchen to pick up an order. 

I flinch and almost drop my shaker as I look around frantically for Tracey’s chaotic dirty blonde curls. I cannot afford to be fired. Kristen emerges from the kitchen loaded down with plates of hot food and gives me a sympathetic look. “Sorry, Alyx. I forgot. I meant her.” She indicates a booth near the back, and I see Calla spreading out papers, preparing to settle in for the evening. 

I pour a large soda water, drop a couple of lime slices in it, and take it back to her. “Tough case?” I ask.

“Worse,” she says, not looking up. “Fundraising. Or as we like to call it, job security.”

I peruse some mock ups of flyers and posters. “Fashion show and charity auction? Sounds like fun.”

“You’d think.” She sighs, then finally looks at me as she takes the glass and takes a grateful sip. “Actually, the show part is fun, and I’ve had some excellent help organizing the spectacle part of it. Now I’m embroiled in making rich people cough up. The part I hate the most.”

I scan the bar quickly, but everyone has a nearly full drink. I slide one ass cheek on to the seat opposite her, not quite sitting with a customer while I’m on shift, ready to spring into action if needed. “Tell your bartender all your troubles,” I quip.

She snorts. “Let’s just say that I’ve been working on this speech through the filter of trying to convince Michael that my job matters.”

“Eww. That sounds awful. Can I get you something to ease the pain?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “Not yet, at least. I’m struggling with what to say sober. I can’t imagine this speech drunk.”

I stand, preparing to head back to the bar. “Well, if you need a sounding board...” I let it hang. 

“Thanks, Alyx. It’s good to have someone dependable in my life.”

As I walk back behind the bar, Dierdre heads over to Calla’s table with a huge burger and a salad. Looks like she’s here for the night. I consider her comment about someone dependable as I keep drinks filled and chat with regulars. I haven’t seen David with her for a while, so maybe that’s over now. I don’t want to quiz her about it, though, because if Kristen is giving me shit about her, I’m not hiding my feelings as well as I should be. 

She’s so out of my league. Someone’s put the oldies soft rock station on for ambience, and Tal Bachman’s song ‘She’s So High’ assures me that my assessment of the situation is correct. I sing along softly as I take advantage of a lull to restock the bar. That’s the disadvantage of working at a tiny pub: no bar backs except on weekends. The advantage is the savings in gym fees, I guess. 

I keep an eye on Calla’s drink, but otherwise leave her to her work. There’s a small rush for an hour or so before close that keeps me hopping. As I’m making the rounds for last call, I realize that Calla has fallen asleep in the corner of the booth. I lean in, gently brushing her chin length hair off her face. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. It’s last call.” She comes awake slowly, her face soft and expression blurred. For just a minute I wonder what it would be like to get to see her like this every morning. 

She leans forward and scrubs her face with her hands. “Sorry about that. Too much work and not enough hours to do it in. And I’m not getting a lot of sleep these days.” She freezes then, like she said more than she meant to. 

I try and lighten the mood. “As long as it’s the happy fun kind of not enough sleep,” I say with a wink.

She huffs out a hopeless little laugh. “I wish. It’s really hard to find a partner who’s willing to put up with a hit and run lifestyle.” She gives her head a small shake and says, “Give me a second to clear my shit up and I’ll come close my tab.”

I nod and finish my rounds. By the time I head back to the bar and start putting together the last orders, Calla’s there with her papers neatly organized in a couple of folders. I print her tab, confirm the total with her and pass her the machine. Another patron distracts me with a question about their tab and by the time I turn back, Calla’s heading out the front door. She catches my eye and waves, “See you Monday, there, Charming!” I laugh and get back to the business of closing the bar.

I grab the bus home, pushing open the alleged security door that hasn’t locked in six months or so and walk the two flights of stairs rather than waiting for the ancient elevator. When I get to my apartment, I slow my steps as I note the gap between the door and the frame. On closer inspection, the frame is splintered, and I can hear music playing in the living room. 

I push the door open slowly to reveal a scene of chaos. Furniture has been tipped, broken, or cut apart. The couch cushions are stacked haphazardly into a tower topped with fluff that’s either been pulled from the back of the couch or from the pillows on the bed. A half dozen pillar candles are burning on tables and the floor at the edges of the room. I smell the rich citrus scent of what’s probably one of my simmer mixes. From the intensity of the scent, I’d want to check the water level if I felt safe to go in the apartment. 

The reason I don’t is swaying slowly and hypnotically to the music, box cutter sliding in and out of its sheath in time with the bass. Tracey’s dark blonde hair is even more haphazard than usual, and I spot locks of curly hair scattered all over the floor. In the hand that isn’t holding the knife, she’s got an economy box of macaroni elbows that she’s sprinkling in her path like a flower girl at a wedding. I hear her dissonant whisper-song of “crunch, crack, smash,” before I back out into the hall and dial 911.

Response time is ridiculous, as is normal in my neighborhood. By the time the cops show up, she’s wedged the door shut with a chair, and they have to break the door in again. The shit show wakes the building manager, as well as most of my neighbors. I hear her get cautioned, then the snap and pop of a taser. When they pull her out of the apartment, she’s cuffed and bleeding from dozens of tiny cuts all over her face and arms. 

Thankfully, one of the officers is the same one that responded the last time she broke in. He comes over to where I’ve slumped on the carpet in the hall. He extends a hand to pull me to my feet. “Come on, Mist-” I shoot him a look, and he corrects himself, “Mx. Perez. Let’s survey the damage and I’ll take your report.”

It’s another hour before the officers finish documenting and I’ve been questioned. I’m frankly surprised it takes that long. They’ve been blowing me off for six months about this. Officer Smith leaves me his card in case I have questions. “The only question I have is how long they’ll keep her this time,” I sigh wearily.

His expression is sympathetic as he says, “You know the drill. We can mandate a seventy-two-hour psychiatric hold, but after that...” 

“Yeah, what I figured.” They’ll get her back on meds, she’ll stabilize and sign herself out AMA, and I’ve got three days for sure, five if this episode is as bad as I think it is. I wave him off, check again that the burners on the stove are off and that there are no candles hidden in corners. I find one behind the toilet and blow it out. Then I grab the least cut-up blanket and fall into bed. I’ll deal with the mess in the morning.

The next day I sleep until noon. What follows is clean up, interspersed with frustration. I try to contact the building manager about repairing the door and get told ‘it’s on the list.’ My renter’s insurance company tells me that since this is my fourth claim in six months, I can either file the claim and they’ll drop me, or I can replace my things on my own dime and still have coverage. I say I’ll let them know and end the call. In between these calls, I assess the actual damage. 

I recovered enough stuffing to give myself two pillows, which I’ve stapled shut for now. My couch cushion covers are all slashed in multiple places and the stuffing has been pulled out of two of the back cushions. I sweep up the hair and macaroni from the floor, then scrub up the wax and the blood. One of my kitchen chairs is broken, probably by the responding officers, leaving me only two from the set. The fourth was also a casualty of whatever demons ride Tracey when she’s manic. 

At two, when I’ve almost got my place back, I get a call from the bar, asking if I can extend my shift because the daytime bartender has to go home sick. I agree, throw on my usual work uniform of jeans and a tee, and grab a ride share. The extra hours I’m working will justify the expense. 

The place is packed, more so than is usual on a Friday. I head out to the alley beside the building for my break just to get a little fresh air. I see there’s emails regarding my tenancy, so I open them. I read them twice, incredulous that the building owner thinks he can get away with this bullshit. I scream a few curses out to the universe and thump my back hard against the brick of the building.

“You okay, Alyx?” It’s Calla. Fuck. I just shake my head to try and brush her off, but she’s down the alley in a second. “Is it anything I can help with?”

I don’t mean to, but I find myself pouring out the whole situation to her. Meeting Tracey, bringing her back to my place, her going off her meds, getting manic and trashing the place the first time, me trying to throw her out, all the expenses associated with that, like getting my locks changed and the bills for the repairs that I’m still waiting for the landlord to reimburse, her breaking in three more times, culminating in the latest insult, which is my landlord declaring that I’m liable for all the damage from this ‘incident.’

“Hell,” she breathes. “That’s a lot, Alyx, but I’m pretty sure I can get it made right.”

“If you can do that, I’m going to need you to marry me, too.” I fall back on the joke to keep my emotions under control. It’s not the bartender’s job to do the crying.

She snorts. “Well...” she drawls, “I would, but I’m going to have to make some phone calls first.”

I smile wearily. “Yeah, that’s fair.” I turn my attention back to the immediate situation. “The thing is, if he’d fixed the goddamn security door, she wouldn’t have been able to get into the building, but, no, somehow this is my goddamn fault for trying to be a decent human.”

“Do you have documentation of when the security door broke?”

“I think so.” I search back through my emails and find the one from the building manager letting us know that the security door was ‘temporarily’ out of service. It’s dated seven months ago. 

“Cool. Forward that to me, along with any receipts that show you’ve done your due diligence with repairs.” She rattles off an email address. “Now, what’s your last name?”

I tell her and add, “My prefix is Mx.” She looks a little startled. “I’m genderfluid, so I’m not Mr. or Ms. And it’s Alyx with a ‘y.’” She nods thoughtfully and makes a note. 

“I appreciate whatever you can do, but until I can get the door repaired, my apartment’s not secure when I’m not home. And the doorframe’s been broken so many times, the whole frame needs to be replaced on that side.”

Calla thinks for a minute, then says, “If I know a guy who owes me a favor, do you trust me to give your number to them? You can give them your address.”

“I’m not going to burn your favors. It’s fine.”

“It’s not fucking fine and I’m going to seriously enjoy holding your landlord’s feet to the fire. But also, I work for a population that’s got nothing to pay me with but their time and expertise. The guy I’m going to call for you, his daughter was assaulted by her employer and when she finally reported him to the cops, he repaid her by calling immigration. She’s a citizen, but her mom’s a Dreamer and her dad’s been trying for years to get landed status. I fought like hell to keep them in the country, and I cost that fucker about half a million in legal fees before we were done. But all Gil can give me is his skills.” She meets my gaze in a way that makes me feel the gravity of what she’s about to say. “He doesn’t want to take charity any more than you do. He wants to know that he’s able to do something tangible. So please take this favor so I can stop looking for something for him to do.”

“Well, when you put it like that...” It pleases me that she sees both of us as people instead of tasks. I give her my phone number. She types a long text, tapping with her thumbs like she’s got a grudge against her phone. I forward the emails she asked about. By the time I hit send, a text comes to my phone with a query for my address and a time when I’ll be home. We arrange a meet for tomorrow at eleven. I look up to thank Calla, but she’s already back on the sidewalk chatting with a blonde dude in an outrageous blood red duster. I wonder where he got it.  

They head into the bar, so I go in as well. She and the guy seem friendly, but not in a first date kind of way. They’re poring over some paperwork and Calla’s drinking club soda again, so I assume it’s a work thing. Weird they wouldn’t use her office, then, but whatever. Kristen sidles over at one point and asks, “Hey, how rude would it be to ask a customer for an autograph?”

I’ve lived in L.A. long enough to know that it’s bad manners most of the time, but especially when they’re somewhere not in a professional capacity, like, say, eating with a friend. I remind Kristen of this. She huffs, “But it’s Liam McNaughton. It’s, like, IMPOSSIBLE to get tickets to the rare few events he appears at.”

“Who the hell is Liam McNaughton?” I ask, but not because I actually care.

“Omigod! He writes these amazing mystery books about a couple of detectives solving crimes and they’re so in love with each other but they can never be together. He’s my favorite author.”

“Sounds fantastic. Also sounds like he values his privacy.” She pouts but concedes my point. I get back to mixing and pouring, and when I get a second to catch my breath, it’s already nine and Calla and Liam McNaughton have left.

Last call is late on the weekends, so by the time three o’clock rolls around and we’re all wearily resetting the bar to do it all again tomorrow, I am more than ready to go back home and grab a shower. The manager asks if I can cover day shift tomorrow, but I decline, thankful to have to meet with Gil. I call another ride share and head back to my apartment. 

I haul my weary body up the two flights of stairs to find an eviction notice tacked to my door. I just can’t even, so I throw it on the table, shower, and drop into an exhausted sleep. I get up the next morning at ten and check my email. Calla has cc’d me on the email she sent my landlord, and I’ve never seen a more exquisite ‘go fuck yourself’ in legalese. I photograph the eviction notice and email it to her as well. I make myself eggs and throw on a pot of coffee. I’ve never known tradespeople who didn’t drink it by the gallon.

Promptly at eleven, there’s a respectful knock at the door, which of course swings open immediately. Gil Lopez is maybe fifty, hands gnarled by years of hard work, with bright intelligent eyes. He’s got one eyebrow raised as he surveys the damage to my door. He goes straight to work, measuring, then carefully disassembling the doorframe. He works for almost two hours and he’s back to the point where he’s put a smooth coat of paint on the doorframe. “I’ll have to wait an hour or so for the second coat, and then another half hour to install the strike plates. I’ll put in a single piece plate for better security, and I’ll pop a piece of steel behind the molding.”

It's the most he’s spoken to me since he introduced himself. I put on a fresh pot of coffee and offer him a cup. He accepts gratefully, wrapping his hands around the cup like his fingers hurt. We chat inconsequently for a few minutes before he asks, “How do you know Ms. Calla?”

“I’m a bartender at the pub not far from her office.”

He nods. “Tough work. I tried it for a while back in Guatemala when I was young. I’d rather work with wood. It doesn’t yell at me when I get something wrong.” He gives me a warm smile as he surveys my apartment. “You going to get a new couch? Looks like somebody did a number on those cushions.”

“I can’t. My tenant’s insurance will drop me if I make another claim this year.”

“Listen. I’m here for a couple more hours. Let me call my Rosa and see what she can do with them. She’s a whiz with a needle and thread.”

“Sure thing,” I respond. “Just add it to my bill.” 

He grins at me like I’ve said something funny and sends a text on his phone. I glance at the clock and see that it’s time to get ready for work. I shave mostly by feel. I’m too discombobulated to deal with the dysmorphia that I experience when I have to deal with my facial hair. The person I am in my head, the real me, never has to shave their face. 

I decide to indulge in a small side braid, Viking style, on each side of my head, and then I shake the rest of my long hair over them. It’s an indulgence that I won’t get called out for at work. I want to wear nail polish, but in the service industry, that’s a big nope. I avoid looking at myself as I throw on one of the black tee shirts I wear most nights. I miss my job at the Irish pub where I was allowed to wear a kilt, but Tracey had managed to fuck that up for me, too. 

I thank Gil again, let him know it’s fine just to lock the door handle when he leaves, and grab the bus. Thanks to an accident, I slide in just a couple of minutes ahead of my start time, but I take a second to check my emails. There’s a response from Calla to my eviction notice that’s just a giant WTF sticker, then another cc’d email.

The landlord has also responded, saying that the building manager has autonomy to evict problem tenants, but as the issue is not with me directly, but someone associated with me that I have clearly done my due diligence in trying to keep out of the building, he will rescind the eviction. I heave a sigh and head for the bar, which is already hopping. We’re slammed until just after midnight, when I have to take over a table for Dierdre. The drunk there is giving her a hard time, groping and trying to get her number or a date, and generally not taking no for an answer.  

“Hey, where’s the pretty girl?” the drunk protests as I put a cup of coffee in front of him. 

“The pretty girl’s on her break. It’s just me, now. Sorry.” I try to keep my shrug casual, but I hate assholes like this.

“This isn’t what I ordered,” he complains.

“Nope, but it’s all your drunk ass is getting for the rest of the night. You’ve had enough, friend.”

“You can’t tell me when I’ve had enough! I’m a -” He’s clearly searching for a word, “- a sovereign citizen.”

“Well, my friend, my legal obligation to keep you from overindulging also applies to sovereign citizens. You’re going to have to take it up with the fine folks at the city of Los Angeles.” I shrug as if I’m so sorry, but my hands are tied. Unfortunately, this guy’s too drunk to read body language, and he lunges at me. 

I’m not sure if he’s trying to grab my shirt to make his point, or if he’s going for the tackle so he can go around me to grab my booze, but either way, I put both my hands up and sidestep his clumsy move. He tumbles out of the booth and hits the floor pretty hard. He’s cursing and trying to scramble up as Tony, our bouncer, clocks the commotion and crosses the pub. Tony picks up the guy, still yelling about his rights, nods at me, and drags his ass out to the sidewalk. I shake my head and go back to the bar. 

I get through last call and restock on autopilot, barely manage to catch the last bus home, and am most of the way across the apartment to my bedroom before I register the room. All the damage to my couch is repaired, most of it so invisibly I have to hunt for the slash marks. The place is spotless, and it smells like really good food. I catch a note on the table that says, ‘Enchiladas in the oven. Also good for breakfast.’ I crack the oven and it smells like my Abuela’s kitchen. I’m too tired to eat them now, but they’ll be fine reheated in the morning. 

The miracle continues in my bedroom, where everything is neatly tidied away except the laundry on my floor, which has miraculously made it to the hamper. The whole place smells like real citrus, not the fake orange cleaner scent. I relax into the sensation of being cared for and memories of childhood as I peel off my jeans and tee. I manage to get the beer scented clothes sort of adjacent to the hamper before I wiggle under the sheets. I’m drifting off as I realize that these pillows don’t have staples in them. My last conscious thoughts are gratitude for Gil and his Rosa. I haven’t felt this relaxed in months. 

I wake up at noon and wander out to the kitchen, turn on the oven to reheat the enchiladas, and spot the small envelope that’s been shoved under my door. I open it to find two new security keys. I put one in my key safe on the balcony, tossing the old one. I also replace the deadbolt key with one of the two new keys I find under the note on the table. I feel a knot of tension in my neck finally relax all the way. I feel secure. Then I actually look at the job Gil did and feel even better. My doorframe is once again a solid piece of wood from top to bottom. There’s a steel plate recessed into the molding behind the strike plate, so someone trying to break in would have to break out the wood and push out two feet of steel reinforcement. I feel moisture gather in my eyes as I take in the meaning of that. I feel safe. For the first time in a long, long time. 

I’m on swing shift today, so I eat the enchiladas, savoring a taste of home. I wish I was a better cook. I pull my last clean dark tee from the stack. Laundry day tomorrow. As I head down the stairs, the building manager sticks his head out the door, grumpy, and hands me an envelope. “You should have said you had a lawyer.”

“You should have obeyed the law without someone looking over your shoulder.” I leave the building without letting him even start his reply. I open the envelope and find a cheque large enough to cover the cost of all three sets of repairs. As I swing up on to the bus, it occurs to me that Gil didn’t leave me a bill. I text him. 

The bill’s been paid for a long time. This is paying it back.

I think about that for a very long time before I carefully type back, The enchiladas were delicious, and the couch and pillows looked amazing. Tell Rosa gracias for me.

De nada. We are all elevated when we lift each other up.

I am in a very philosophical frame of mind as I walk into my shift.
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After working so hard on it for so long, it’s a little surreal to be backstage at this fundraiser. I don’t know what I was expecting. Maybe refined music, uptight identical assistants directing models and stylists in a carefully choreographed ballet that mirrors the graceful perfection of the stage show. What it actually is is pure, unadulterated chaos. I catch a glimpse of Liam in his sunshine yellow vest that matches my own lemon-bright fifties pin-up style dress. It’s not couture, but I look cute as hell in it, and Liam and I have been complemented on our outfits as if we’re a couple all evening.

Liam is chivvying someone in a shapeless white wrap to makeup. I recognize Carine’s bright, bubbly laugh from about a million phone calls. I turn toward them and reflexively make grabby hands at her wrap. “Lemme see!” I demand.

“What if I’m naked under here?” asks Carine, her eyebrow cocked and her blue eyes full of mischief. There’s a wild energy riding her tonight, and her quip makes Liam do a spit take with his pricey mineral water. 

“You’re not. I can see your skirt at the bottom. Now show it.” I will not be placated until I’ve seen it up close. It’s even more stunning up close, and I briefly wish I had the kind of money to play dress-up like this. But the work I do is meaningful and necessary, and until we live in a world without gender-based violence, I won’t give it up. 

Carine and I briefly debate the merits of not wearing your own couture. Then Liam turns up with the shocking announcement that the hairdresser has declared mutiny. 

“Is Tighe here?” Carine asks. If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect Liam of bribing the hairdresser to throw them together. But even he can’t be that smooth. Can he?

“The director of the legal division who’s handing out a dozen awards? I’m sure he’s here somewhere, schmoozing donors and being appropriate and professional.” I keep my reply light, a little flip. A surprising number of people at this event are invested in pairing these two up, and if they don’t get their shit together, they’re going to end up locked in a closet with each other until they figure it out.

It’s only a couple of minutes later that a weirdly subdued Tighe makes his way backstage, and the sparks flowing between the two of them would power not just L.A., but all of California for a year with some left over. Tighe exchanges some small talk with Liam, but it’s clear that his entire being is focused on the woman whose hair he is carefully weaving into an intricate braid. Liam sidles over to me and says, “They can’t be THAT oblivious, can they? I mean, look at him. Look at that intensity.”

I sigh as a stab of envy weaves its way through me. I want someone who looks at me like that. I want to be someone’s whole focus, and I don’t think it’s too much to ask. As a distraction, and to amuse myself, I say to Liam, as quietly as I can and still be heard, “Fifty bucks says he loses the ability to speak English.”

“What on earth are you talking about, darling?”

“He comes over all Gaelic when he gets emotional.”

“Fine. You’re on.”

It’s less than three minutes before Liam is sliding me a folded fifty. I promise myself I’m only going to be a teensy bit smug about it. The boss is one smitten kitten, and it would be stupid cute if I wasn’t deep in the longest dry spell of my adult life.

I make it back out to the front of house to watch Carine drop her bomb. I’m as surprised as anyone, but I don’t know enough about L.A.’s couture scene to really understand the significance of it. As the designs are revealed, I find myself drawn once more to the olive green flowing sundress inspired by Emma Gonzales. 

At first glance, it has metallic red trim around the neckline and flowers scattered all over the skirt. On closer inspection, the red trim is made up of the names and dates of Emma’s seventeen friends who were murdered in the Parkland School shooting. The flowers are composed not of petals, but of bullets. There are three hundred and eighty bullets, one for each second that the shooting spree went on. The bullets contain text of arguments made by members of the NRA against gun control legislation. The centers of the flowers contain the text of Emma’s rebuttal speech. It’s a powerful piece.

I bounce back and forth between the green room and the auction floor. When Carine’s piece finally comes up for auction, the bidding is intense, finally coming down to three bidders. I can only see the one nearest the back, obviously a society wife of some sort. I do see the final bid, but only as a paddle attached to a small, feminine hand. That’s when the actual price being paid registers, and as soon as the gavel comes down, I race for the backstage area, screaming like a lunatic.

“Two million!” I’m bouncing up and down with excitement I can’t contain. I’m sure I look about five and I don’t care. Carine is tired and can’t seem to take it in. Liam glides past me and sits on the arm of the couch to explain the situation. Seeing that he’s got it and still full of restless excitement, I go do a loop of the room to talk to the last remaining donors. The catering staff are starting to clear up at the fringes of the event, and I spot a familiar head of dark curly hair bent over a bus cart. “Alyx?”

Their head pops up. I’m proud of remembering their pronouns in my head. I know it seems small, but they’re really my first introduction to someone who doesn’t live with gender binary. I’m not familiar with the vocabulary, but if I can handle the complexities of legal Latin, I can sure as hell remember a pronoun.

“Hey, Ms. Robertson.” They look around for a second, like they’re checking if anyone else is watching.

“What happened to Calla?” I ask. 

“I’m not at the job where I’ve cleared that with you,” they reply seriously.

“Well, it’s fine here, too.” Something is different about them tonight, but I can’t make it out because their face is slightly obscured by their tumble of curls. I catch the light reflecting off the glitter in their hair, and when I look closer I can see eyeliner in electric purple and a glittery temporary tattoo on their temple. “Hey, can I see?” I ask, gesturing at my own temple. 

They pull their hair back, closing their eyes. First I think it’s so I can see everything. It takes a second to register the tension in their shoulders. They’re bracing for a metaphorical blow. Not from me, I vow. I make my voice extra bright as I say, “That looks amazing!” Their eyes fly open in surprise. “You should wear that at the pub.” I consider for a second. “At least the eyeliner. The glitter might get in people’s drinks.”

Alyx heaves a sigh. “Would that I could. But it’s against the dress code.”

“Eyeliner is against the dress code? Has anyone mentioned that to Dierdre?” Alyx snorts a little, but remains somber. I get it. “You mean that it’s against dress code for you.” They nod.

“Or any masc presenting person. I tried arguing once that I could also wear a skirt when I was wearing eyeliner, but that didn’t go over well.”

“Oh, God.” I picture the pub’s rotund, dour manager. “Did Gary’s head actually explode?”

“Close enough. Enough that I don’t want to push it. Lots of people wear uniforms to work.”

“Yeah, but you’re wearing a uniform here, too.” I gesture at their crisp white button-down, black vest, and bow tie. I probably shouldn’t push it, but I can’t seem to leave it alone. You know, like every other injustice I’ve ever perceived in my life. “It wouldn’t interfere with your ability to do your job.”

“Customers would complain.” They give me a significant look and I think about who drinks there regularly. I nod reluctantly. “Here, it just looks like part of the event. High fashion.”

I sigh. “It’s a shame. You really do look good in it.” I give them a wink. “Good enough to marry.” The old joke does its job, and they let out a laugh. 

“Well, I could, but...” they gesture vaguely at the half-cleaned ballroom. 

“Rain check, then,” I reply. The thing is, I’m not just blowing sunshine up their ass. They really do look better, less guarded, less tense. I’m mulling this over when I spot Saoirse crossing to the backstage area. I tell Alyx, “Gotta go,” and move to intercept her.

I manage to get there quite a bit ahead of her, because everyone seems to want a moment with her. I duck back to check on Carine, and she’s clearly at the end of her energy, nearly asleep on one corner of the green room couch. The backstage chaos has mostly cleared out, since the makeup and clothes and stylists all packed up and left during the auction. Most of the Seymour guys have trickled out now as well. I just sit with her for a second, congratulate her again, and then go find Saoirse, because I haven’t seen the boss man since the end of the showcase. I’m not her brother’s keeper, but she might be. 

She’s all cool professionalism as she congratulates me on the event, but I’m me, so I throw my arms around her as I thank her for the donation. I want to make some comment about keeping her brother employed, but that feels like a bit too much. 

She sheds some of the professional front as she laughs and asks, “Do you know how long I’ve been waiting for a Seymour B. piece? The fact that it’s doing good is just a bonus. Any chance I can have five minutes with her?”

I’m apprehensive. I’ve seen how low her energy is. “She’s pretty wiped out. This has been a lot for her on the heels of everything else.”

“The assault?” she asks. I’m a little surprised that she knows. She must have heard from Tighe, because there was no other publicity about it. 

I nod, then qualify, “But also Fashion Week and the amount she helped with planning this.” I think for a minute before I realize I’m not Carine’s keeper either. “But she expected to have to meet at least a few donors. I’ll go see.”

“Perfect. Don’t give her my name, though. Just tell her I bought Thrive.” I feel my face do something complicated. Why would Saoirse not want Carine to know it’s her? Something’s going on here.

I’m backstage and talking to Carine before I realize that I forgot to ask about Tighe. Carine agrees to the meet, and Saoirse is having a conversation with Liam in low tones that sound threatening. He blows her off with a scoff, though, and I bring her back through. 

I linger around the corner, and Liam busts me eavesdropping. The good news is that I’ve got no shame, so I very quietly tell him that I’m just concerned about the way Saoirse asked to go into the room. I don’t hear anything other than a normal conversation. Saoirse’s tone is a little guarded, but she can be like that with people she doesn’t know. They have a short, pleasant conversation, which is what Liam and I appear to be engaged in when she walks out of the green room. She gives us both a brusque wave goodbye and heads for home. At least I assume that’s where she’s headed at this time of night.

Liam returns to hold off the last of the hopeful press while Booker escorts Carine out the back door. One of the joys of being an organizer is staying until everything is done, so I grab a bus cart and start clearing tables, sorting plates and glassware and silver from the dessert course. My cart is almost full when I feel a touch on my shoulder. I look up to see Alyx.

“Hey, we can finish up here.”

“I’m sure you can, but I can’t leave until you do, so you might as well put me to work.”

They laugh a little at that. “My boss thinks you’re mad about us being slow and this is about you being passive aggressive and telling us to hurry up. Everyone else was afraid to come talk to you.”

I shake my head. “People are so weird. Is there somewhere else I can be more effective, or is this the best use of my time?”

They look around and say, “Actually, if you’d be willing to help fold tablecloths, we’ve got an odd number of people assigned to that.”

“Sure thing, boss.” I give them a mock salute and head over to where three people are trying to fold the large tablecloths. What that adds up to is two people folding and one person watching. Alyx introduces me to Carrie, Marshall, and Dylan, and then heads back to their assigned task. With the four of us working together, the tablecloths get done in record time and I watch as the catering team loads everything into vans that are dedicated for events like this. I look curiously at the organization of the bins and how everything slots neatly into place.

Dylan sidles up to me and asks, “How do you know Alyx?”

“They bartend at my regular watering hole.” I’ve only got half my mind on the conversation, the hypnotic rhythm of the catering staff loading up holding most of my tired attention. 

“Do you know if they’re seeing anyone?” That shocks my full attention to Dylan. 

“I’m not sure,” I answer truthfully.

“I’ve been wanting to ask them out for ages, but I keep talking myself out of it. They’re so much older than me it feels a little weird, but I really love their energy.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean about the energy. I love that about them too.”

“They’re just so... present, I guess. In the moment. And they never get uptight or let a setback make them grumpy.”

I stop and think about all the times I’ve interacted with them, and Dylan’s right. Other than that night in the alley when the stuff was going on with their landlord, I’ve never seen them get bent out of shape. They tend to just roll with whatever is happening. “I guess you’re right. I just really like the way they always look at you when they’re talking to you. So many people look beside you or through you. Especially service people.”

“Well, all service jobs are horror movies,” Carrie pipes up from beside Dylan. I hadn’t seen her approach. 

“True,” says Dylan, “But they’re different kinds of horror movies. Retail is psychological horror.”

“Unless you’re working in a makeup place or for an esthetician. Then it’s body horror.”

“Really? I’d have gone with gothic horror, myself.”

“You’ve never waxed a society wife who thinks she still looks twenty,” says Carrie, with a raised eyebrow. 

Dylan shudders a little and says, “Concede.”

“Besides,” Carrie continues, “nothing is more gothic horror than working in a head shop. Unless it’s one of those stupid mall outlets that target wannabe punk kids.”

“And waiting tables is definitely jumpscare horror.”

“Nah,” says Alyx’s soft voice behind us, “for real jumpscare horror, you want bartending. Except between midnight and three, when it’s post-apocalyptic horror.”

“Look,” I say, laughing, “I was a housekeeper at a hotel all through undergrad. There’s nothing more horrifying than what people will do to hotel rooms.”

The other three look at each other for a moment, then chorus together, “Survival horror.” 

“Nope,” I contradict. “Definitely splatter.” I can’t keep a straight face, and the five of us end up in a giggle fit that’s a combination of being too tired to function but surprised by something funny. We finish up, and I tumble into a ride share, while Alyx and four other wait staff cram themselves into a tiny hatchback.
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