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Chapter One

JANUARY 2004

Paso Robles, California

Elevation: 14,000 feet AGL

 

Scott shouted into my ear over the deafening roar of wild, whipping wind and prop engines.

“Okay, Vivian. On the count of three, I want you to take a big step forward and jump!”

Sucking in my breath, I held it as churning wind buffeted my body. Scott’s goatee tickled my ear as he leaned into me again and shouted, “One! Two! Three!”

Just as I began to step forward, Scott’s full body weight pushed against my back and together we teetered on the edge before tipping out of the side door of the tiny Cessna.

In the moment I stepped out of the plane, my vision and hearing stopped. And just as quickly, it all came rushing back. I took in the reality that I was plummeting toward Earth. My training kicking in, I briskly checked the altimeter strapped to my wrist before folding my arms across my chest.

*

Even in the shade of an enormous maple tree, I had a film of grimy sweat on my forehead, arms, and neck. I lay on my belly in the crunchy dead grass of Mom’s backyard. Sweat pooled on my lower back. I rolled over and peered up at the broad canopy of the tree. Branches crisscrossed; the leaves hanging perfectly still in the hot summer air, the blue sky visible though the gaps.

I concentrated on the speckled sunlight as it danced on the backs of my eyelids and then flopped my arm across my eyes, listening to trucks rumbling in the distance on Highway 113. Dishes clinked in a sink. The back door of the house opened and closed with a rattle, followed by my brother’s familiar tread.

I tensed and moved my forearm slightly down, so it covered the bridge of my nose. My other arm covered my abdomen. Otherwise I kept my eyes closed and stayed still.

His footsteps stopped near my head. I waited. Sweat dripped from my armpit and was wicked away by my well-worn T-shirt. The seconds drew out as he stood over me, likely considering his options. Another big rig rolled by on the freeway, its trailers rattling loudly. Grass tickled my ear.

“Vivi, where’s Mom?”

My tongue was stuck to the roof of my mouth. The heat was too much, and I was incredibly thirsty.

“Viv-iiiii…where’s Mom?”

“Just running errands. Should be back soon.” I turned my head toward him and opened my eyes. His brown hair was tousled, the bangs hanging past his eyebrows. He scuffed the toe of his shoe in the scrubby grass. Joey was bored, and Mom wasn’t home, which meant trouble wasn’t far behind.

Closing my eyes, I turned my face back toward the sky. Sweat gathered between the crease inside my elbow and the spot where it rested on my nose. Cautiously, I took my arm away from my face and let it flop into the grass.

“Hey, give me the comics,” Joey demanded. The newspaper I had been reading rustled as he snatched it up. His footsteps crunched away, and I heard wood creak as he climbed up the ladder that was leaning against the house.

Thirsty, I stood up. Stars dazzled in front of my eyes and my head and hands tingled. Once the dizziness had passed, I trotted across the small yard toward the back door. My worn-out sneaker slapped onto the concrete of the shady back porch when Joey called out. I froze, one foot on the porch, the other on the old brick walkway. Standing there in silence, I waited.

“Viv, come up here.” Joey’s voice was syrupy, traveling down to me from the roof.

“No, thanks. I got stuff to do,” I said, still not moving.

“Viiiiivv, up here. Now.” His voice took on a sharp edge.

I clenched my jaw as my temper started to rise.

“Joey! I got stuff to do. I’m goin’ inside.” I stepped up onto the porch and strode resolutely to the sliding glass door.

“Vivian,” Joey said, taunting. “Come up here now, or I’ll tell Mom it was you who broke the piano bench.”

Joey had hit the nail on the head. He knew I would do anything not to get into trouble with Mom. My hand slipped off the cool metal handle of the sliding glass door. I spun on my heel and marched to the ladder. It was huge and weathered, the white paint peeling to reveal graying wood below. I nimbly climbed up and made the scary transition from the ladder to the roof, swinging my leg over the top rung.

The sun was brighter up there, and I squinted as I walked to Joey.

“What!” I balled my hands up into little fists, my mouth set.

Joey pointed to the tops of some trees growing over the far side of the house.

“Go over there and pick me some loquats.” He fanned himself with the comics and fixed his muddy-brown eyes on mine.

I didn’t move and didn’t respond, glaring at him. Joey stood up, walked straight up to me, and punched my upper arm as hard as he could. I staggered, trying to keep my balance on the steeply pitched roof. Tears instantly welled up, and I bit back a yelp of pain. My arm throbbed deeply, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of making me cry.

The heat from the roof radiated through the soles of my sneakers as I willed the tears not to fall. Breaking eye contact with him, I walked carefully up and over the peak of the roof. The trees were planted close to the house, so the branches hung low over the gutters, heavy with ripe fruit. Holding the hem of my T-shirt out, I created a pouch and began picking loquats until I had gotten the closest ones. Inching closer to the edge, the toe of my shoe over the gutter, I stretched my short arms up to pick a few more.

When the pouch of my shirt was full, I squatted down in the shade of the tree and chose a fat, golden loquat. Biting into it, I was thrilled with how sweet and juicy it was. Carefully, I ate around the large seeds and then tossed them into the side yard. I wiped my sticky fingers on my shorts.

Standing up, ready to face Joey again, I heard a heavy wooden thunk. Walking back up and over the peak of the roof, I didn’t see Joey. I scurried over to where the ladder had been. Joey stood in the yard, looking up at me. He barked out a malicious laugh that instantly piqued my anger. With my sore right arm tucked into my side, still holding the hem of my shirt, I grabbed a ripe loquat and threw it at Joey as hard as I could. I missed. The loquat bounced across the dead grass. Joey’s laughter immediately stopped. I threw another, this time hitting him in the gut. The overripe fruit left a smear of juice on his raggedy, striped, hand-me-down polo shirt. I threw two more. Both fell short.

Recalibrating, I continued angrily throwing until all of the fruit was gone. I dropped my hands to my sides, the sun beating down. Joey gaped at me. A long pause followed while he decided what to do. He finally blinked and spoke.

“Look at you up there. Stuck like a stupid stray cat. With your stupid black hair and stupid blue eyes. You don’t even look like anybody in the family. You’re not a real Chastain.”

My bottom lip trembled, but I held in the tears. “Good! Maybe I don’t wanna be a Chastain. You’re all terrible people!”

His eyes narrowed as he turned and walked toward the back door. “Good luck getting off the roof, Vivi,” he said over his shoulder.

“Joey! Joey! Joey! Bring back the ladder!” I screamed as hard and loud as I could. “Joey! Joey! Come onnnn!”

Trying to stay calm, I looked around the backyard. The wooden ladder lay useless in the dirt, surrounded by smears of loquat. I peered over the edge, trying to judge how high up I was. It was a straight drop to hard packed dirt. I walked back over to the loquat trees.

“Joey! Come onnn!” I shouted again, as I tested the branches. I was too heavy to shimmy down the branches to the trunk. Dishes clinked at the neighbor’s house, and I looked across the side yard. Old Mrs. Hadler was standing at her sink looking out of the window at me. She shook her head with a disapproving glare and then went back to washing her dishes. Embarrassed, I stopped shouting and walked around to the front of the house. It was still high up, but there was nice green grass below. Mom always watered the front yard and made sure the planters on the porch had flowers in them; meanwhile, she let the backyard die.

Sweat dripped down my face and neck. It was the hottest point of the day, and the street hummed with the sound of air conditioners working hard. Nobody was out except for Gail, who lived half a block away. She pedaled by on her bicycle, dressed in her usual hospital scrubs, and looked at me with concern.

Anger coursed through me and frustrated tears started to well up again. I let a few silently roll down my grimy cheeks. The salty tears hung on my jaw before dripping down onto the roof, where they evaporated. I wiped my face with the front of my shirt, clenched my jaw, and stepped off the roof.

*

The wind blasted past my ears like a freight train. Behind goggles, I looked at the vineyards and ag land below, and then out toward the coastal mountains on the horizon. The beauty of it all brought a smile to my face. I opened my mouth to give a shout of victory, but the wind immediately sucked away all the moisture from my lips and tongue. I didn’t even need to breathe because the air forced itself into my nose and mouth, inflating my lungs.

Scott hooted with excitement behind me and extended his arm around me as he checked his altimeter. Grabbing my forehead, he pulled my head back against his shoulder, and yanked the ripcord. My whole body racked hard against the harness straps as the parachute deployed and stopped our freefall. Instantly the roaring wind was gone, and we were surrounded by a serene silence as we floated over the valley, descending slowly.

I licked my impossibly dry lips and scanned the flat ground below, taking in the lay of the land and the sheer, raw, unapologetic realness of it. Green grasses, dark-brown tilled earth, narrow country roads.

I let out a whoop. Scott took that as his cue and began narrating to me what his next steps would be as he prepared to land us on the airfield.

I could see my best friend Jared standing in the landing zone far below, head tilted back, hand across his brow shielding his eyes from the sun. He tugged at the collar of his jumpsuit.

As we got closer Jared walked off the landing zone and stood by the jump school’s van. Scott pulled down hard on both toggles just before we landed. My feet hit the ground, and I tried to gauge how fast I needed to run. It was similar to getting on a treadmill that had already started.

My feet skimmed and skipped along before a gust of wind caught our parachute and yanked us abruptly backward. Scott steadied us and quickly began unbuckling all the clasps that secured the back of my harness to the front of his.

I pulled off my goggles, wiped my eyes, and tried to find some words. Scott patted me on the back. I turned around and hugged him. Although a total stranger, I had just entrusted my life to him.

Jared was nervously bouncing from one foot to the other.

“How was it?” he asked, grinning, his chipped front tooth gleaming.

“Ahhh, pffft, I can’t even describe it. Nothing like the static line jumps we did in the Army. Jared. Get up there!” I pointed skyward.

Jared stepped in close and hugged me, his bristly jaw scraping against my cheek before he marched off toward the tarmac. I stood in the landing zone amid short cropped brown grass and ground squirrel holes. In that moment I was totally at peace. My mind was blissfully quiet inside the cloud of adrenaline pumping through my veins. I focused on the sound of a flag flapping sharply in the distance.

Rather than riding in the van back to the hanger, I decided to stay out on the field to watch Jared’s jump. To absorb the sun on my skin and enjoy the absence of the sounds of the city. Eyes closed, I took it all in, through every pore, relishing the moment, telling myself to hold fast. To save that feeling for the dark days.

Once Jared had landed, full of hoots and hollers and frantic leftover energy, I refocused and joined him in his celebratory jumping around. After returning the rental gear and saying our goodbyes, the two of us piled into his ancient Audi. The seats were well-worn leather, the old springs in them nearly flattened. The car smelled of mildewed floor mats, Jared’s gym bag, and something else I couldn’t quite pinpoint.

Jared expertly navigated the twists of Highway 46 and Old Creek Road, heading back to Morro Bay. He shifted between gears smoothly and handled the steering wheel like it was an extension of his body. He played Van Morrison and Kenny Rogers cassettes while speaking in his low, baritone voice.

That jump was different than the static line jumps I had done while in the Army. I hadn’t been jumping into the unknown, armed to protect, but also to kill. On that day I was jumping for the thrill of it, no goal or mission after I hit the ground. My mind flitted around memories of past jumps, and I started to tense up.

I rolled the window down, hung my hand outside, and focused on the sensation of the cool breeze flowing across my fingertips. The adrenaline from the freefall began to recede but those old thoughts persisted, leaving behind a fatigue that threatened to consume me. I interrupted Jared midsentence.

“Hey. I’m super hungry all of a sudden. Can we grab something on the way back to your house?”

Suddenly screaming for calories, my entire body began shaking uncontrollably. Muscles in my thighs and lower back thrummed and my hands shook. I grabbed my water bottle off the floorboard and downed every last drop.

Jared cut over to Highway 1 and the Pacific Ocean burst into view.

I looked at Jared and saw a sparkle in his eyes. I knew how incredulous he was about living so close to the ocean.

“I never get over the fact that I live here! Pinch me!” There was a touch of awe in his voice. I punched his upper arm. He yelped in mock pain, and we both laughed.

“Damn, Viv. I need to remember not to tempt you.”

“I think we’re both punchy from those free falls. Fucking feed me already!”

Jared cruised the car down Highway 1, sandwiched between the coastal mountains and the ocean. I watched Morro Rock get larger and larger as we approached town.

Soon enough, we were drinking beers and scarfing down black beans, rice, tacos, and tamales. I didn’t taste any of it. I was more concerned with getting calories into my body as quickly as possible before I passed out. The shakes and muscle spasms finally subsided as I sat back from the empty plates.

The patio of the restaurant was mostly deserted as I drained my water glass. Jared slid his water toward me.

“Wow, I’ve never seen such a performance,” he said, looking at my empty plate, water glasses, and beer bottles.

“That jump totally depleted me. It’s the weirdest thing. I feel like I could sleep for a week.” I stifled a burp.

Jared drove us the three final blocks to his house. As soon as we arrived, I meticulously brushed and flossed my teeth, peed, and changed into boxers and a tank top. Laying down on the futon in Jared’s spare room, I pulled a blanket up to my chin and finally allowed the tidal wave of fatigue to take over.

Sleep was intermittent as I wrestled my demons and ground my teeth mercilessly. At one point, I woke and saw Jared standing in the doorway, checking on me. The dying light of the day cast an orange and red light over him. Later, I woke to hear Jared washing dishes, Pink Floyd on the record player. At another point, a full-body flinch jerked me to the surface. My hands were clenched into fists, protecting my face. My arms and legs tangled up in the light blanket. Jared poked his head around the corner of the doorframe, concern on his face. He took a deep breath, his barrel chest and broad shoulders expanding as he did so. He let out the breath, rubbing his palm along the top of his high and tight haircut. I closed my eyes and heard Jared step out, gently closing the door. That was followed by the sound of Jared flipping light switches, closing windows, and locking the front door. I knew from when I had been his roommate before that he couldn’t sleep until he knew the house was secure. I drifted off knowing that, as always, Jared had my back.


Chapter Two

The sun was just beginning to rise over the hills behind the house and fatigue hung heavy on my body, but it was chased away by a glimmer of excitement sparked by having a bit more time on the coast with Jared before having to head home to Sacramento.

After a few minutes of contemplating Bruce Lee’s abs on a poster that was thumbtacked to the wall, I got up and straightened out the blanket on the futon before opening the sliding glass door leading from the guest room to a small wooden balcony. The air was brisk and still as I stepped out onto weathered wood. The sound of waves breaking on the distant shore came clearly to me. I looked past Highway 1 at the vast horizon and the Pacific Ocean laid out before me, interrupted only by Morro Rock. Watery blue sky met choppy gray water. Massive cargo ships and oil drilling platforms were mere specks in the distance.

Drawing in a deep breath, I caught the scent of the tide and eucalyptus trees. Slowly and methodically, I stretched my cold, stiff muscles by running through the routine I had done countless times in PT formation in the Army. I was at ease in that moment. The sun had risen over the mountains enough to glint off the water.

Body and mind alert, I went back inside and stripped out of my boxers and tank top and slid into some running gear: slippery two-ply running socks, compression shorts, a sports bra, an old T-shirt, and some lightweight running shorts. Sitting on the floor, I laced up my well-worn shoes. They still had a few miles left in them.

I glided across the hall to the bathroom and closed the door without a sound. Moving around silently was something I had mastered, that movement affectionately deemed “the creep” by soldiers in my old unit.

Once in the bathroom, I peed, washed my hands, brushed my hair and teeth, and then pulled my jet-black hair back into a tight, flawless bun. Anxiety started to well up in my abdomen, its tendrils wrapping around my organs, and ever so gently squeezing. I looked at myself in the large mirror over the sink, taking inventory. Checking in. I wasn’t happy with the weakness I thought I saw creeping in around my eyes.

I stepped back from the sink and raised my hands up. Drawing in a short breath, I slapped myself fiercely across the fronts of my thighs. The sound was incredibly loud in the small bathroom. I bit the inside of my cheek as my hands and quads instantly lit up with the sudden pain from the slaps. Red, hand-shaped welts immediately rose up on the flesh of each of my legs. I stood there for a moment, taking in the burning sting that followed. It wasn’t enough. I held my hands up and viciously slapped myself again. My thighs were on fire and my breath caught in my throat. I stood silently, jaw clenched, lungs tight, and waited until the burn subsided.

I quietly exited the bathroom but found that trying to use the creep was pointless. Jared was in the living room, the pale light of the rising sun filtering in. He was dressed in running gear and stood facing me. The curious look on his face showed clearly that he had heard the slaps. He scanned me as I stood in the doorway. Spotting the welts, he locked eyes with me, a small crease of concern around his mouth.

“Let’s go,” I said, and headed for the door.

We jogged west down San Jacinto Street and crossed Highway 1, and then continued along San Jacinto until it petered out to the beach access at the end of Azure Street. At the damp sand along the shoreline, we finally headed south toward Morro Rock and the three enormous smokestacks at Morro Bay Mutual Water Company.

We ran in silence. The only sounds were our feet pounding the wet sand, the waves breaking, and our breathing as it became heavier. I kept my eyes focused on Morro Rock as we fell into a comfortable pace, running in step side by side. My thoughts drifted. I tried to force myself back to focus on the act of running, but the rhythmic movement allowed my mind to slip. We had run together so many times that Jared knew I tended to drift.

*

I hit the grass hard, my knees buckling under me. A shock of pain bloomed in my feet, but it didn’t last. I stood slowly and walked toward the front door. The brass knob was warm in my hot hand. The door was made of thick wood, painted white, with nine small square windows in a grid. Three columns of three. The window closest to the door handle was not made of smooth, clear glass like the others. It was cloudy, scratched-up plastic from an old break-in. The door and porch had a thin layer of dust on them from the dry summer and nearby tomato harvest.

I turned the knob, pushed the heavy door open, and sighed in relief as the cool air hit my hot skin. Once I’d closed the door, I strode into the kitchen and turned on the sink, reveling in the cold water as it flowed over my hands and forearms.

I leaned over the sink and splashed handful after handful of water on my red cheeks and the back of my neck. Feeling better, I turned off the sink and pulled a clean dish towel out of the drawer and dried off my hands, arms, face, and neck. When finished, I hung the towel on the handle of the refrigerator.

I pulled a glass out of the cabinet, filled it to the top with cool water, and leaned against the counter while I drank it down in large gulps. The sensation of the cold water in my mouth and throat was a relief. I drained the glass and turned to refill it when I saw Joey standing near the refrigerator. I stopped, glass in hand midair over the sink.

“See, you didn’t need my help, did you, dummy?” He flipped his head to the side to get his bangs out of his eyes.

I squinted at him, making my face as stern as I could. “Yeah, I got down. I don’t need your help, Joey, ever. For anything.”

Joey opened his mouth, about to talk, when both of us froze. We listened as the garage door creaked open and our mother’s car pulled in. She closed the heavy wooden garage door with a thud. The house didn’t have an automatic garage door opener. She had to do it by hand.

Mom walked into the living room through the door adjoining the garage. Her cheeks were flushed, and she looked tired, eyes drawn. Brushing the back of her hand across her forehead, she looked at us standing in the kitchen. I gently set the glass down on the counter.

“Hi, Mom,” Joey piped. His eyes were full of unanswered questions as I knew he tried to gauge her mood.

She let out a long breath, walked into the kitchen, and dropped her purse on the counter next to the dish rack. We scooted out of her way and into the living room as she looked at the mess of water on the counter and kitchen floor that I had made while getting cleaned up. She turned on her heel and locked her eyes on us.

“Who made this mess?” she hissed.

“Me,” I answered.

“Well, clean it up,” she said sternly and stepped away from the sink.

I pulled the dish towel from the refrigerator handle and wiped up the water that was on the counter, and then I stooped down and dabbed at the water on the warped wooden floor.

“Don’t use my kitchen towel on the floor,” she shrieked. I flinched. “Jesus, Vivian, you’re eight years old. You should know better by now.” Her voice dripped with disgust and resentment.

Joey watched from the safety of the living room. I could hear him popping his knuckles, a habit when he was anxious.

I got a wad of paper towels and wiped the water off the floor, tossed the paper towels in the trash, and headed to the garage to put the dirty dish towel in the hamper.

“Vivian. I want you to take a shower tonight. You’re filthy and you stink.”

“Yes, Mom,” I replied meekly, closing the door behind me. I sat down hard on the warm concrete step in the stifling garage, the dish towel hanging limply from my hand. I listened to the engine of my mom’s car ping and click as it cooled.

Inside, I could hear her high-heeled shoes click on the wood floor as she headed for her bedroom in the back of the house. We wouldn’t see her again for the rest of the night. Joey and I would have to fend for ourselves for dinner.

Sweat formed on my face and neck again as I let out a shuddering sigh.

*

I snapped back to running on the beach, still shuddering, and took a deep breath. I caught the aroma of my childhood garage: car exhaust, dust, and hot cardboard all mixed in with the scent of the ocean and tide. Aware again of my surroundings, I noted we had reached Morro Rock and were running on the narrow road that ended in a parking area on the west side.

Jared slowed when we reached the lot, and I followed suit. We were both breathing heavily and walked around in circles as we recovered. My ears, cheeks, thighs, and hands were bright red and stung from the cold and exertion. Despite the chill in the air, sweat beaded up on my face and under my shirt. Jared was also ruddy and had managed to sweat through his shirt around the collar and down the back.

Our circling slowed as we caught our breath. I leaned against a large rock that edged the parking area and looked out at the ocean. Jared stopped and stood beside me, giving me a timid smile, his chipped front tooth gleaming briefly.

“Where’d you go this time?” he asked.

“Bernadette’s house.”

Silence fell between us as I watched the ocean and Jared watched me. Gulls circled menacingly close to some fishermen as they returned to their truck.

Ready to head back, I started to push off the rock. Jared startled.

“Viv,” he said quietly. I blinked and turned toward him, caught off guard by the nervous look in his hazel eyes. They were exceptionally green with flecks of gold in the early morning sunshine.

“Yeah?”

“Remember when we used to be roommates? How much fun we had?”

“Yes! I miss living here. I actually get homesick for this place sometimes even though I’m not from here,” I answered, chuckling, trying to fend off his nervous energy.

Jared took a deep breath, straining his sweaty shirt. His face turned serious as he exhaled.

“Come back, Viv. You can move right back into your old room. We’ll have fun, just like we used to.” He paused a beat, gauging me. “Come back. But this time, I would like us to be together, not just roommates.”

My brain raced. I held a neutral expression, forcing myself not to interrupt him, but rather to hear him out and let him say what he needed to say.

“I want a life with you, Viv. I knew I always liked you, but it wasn’t until you moved out a couple years ago to transfer to UCD that I realized just how much. We’ve been through a lot together. Shoot, all the way back to basic training at Fort Jackson. Will you give it a try? Give us a try?”

His voice dropped off. His quads and hands were clenched, and I could see him forcefully relax them.

I shifted. The cold of the rock seeped deep into my body through my thin running shorts. I watched the seagulls circle for a moment as I chose my words carefully.

“I love you. I can’t, Jared. I’m in school still. I’m about to finish my senior year. I’ve got a job I love. I’m supposed to co-captain a field hockey team for the Bay Area league this coming summer.” I wasn’t able to quite look him in the eye as I listed off my commitments. I focused straight through his eyes on what was behind him.

“Exactly, Viv. Wrap up senior year, graduate, and move back down here. You can get another bartending gig in SLO. You can help coach the field hockey club at Cal Poly if you still want to be involved in hockey.” He shifted his eyes just a hair and looked uncomfortable as I continued to gaze right through him.

I didn’t reply.

The optimism on his face melted away into disappointment.

“Okay, Viv,” he whispered.

I pushed off the rock and began hopping up and down, shaking out my muscles, warming up for the run back. Softening the neutral expression on my face, I gave him a mischievous grin, raising my left eyebrow slightly. He looked back at me, confused.

“Jared. In all of the years that you’ve known me, have you ever seen me date a guy?”

“No. In the Army, we were just too busy and rarely on the same rotation. And when we were roommates, you’d never tell me where you were going when you went out. You’re a private person, and I’ve always respected that.” He started stretching as he said this.

I stopped hopping and grinned at him again.

“Dude. I don’t do straight guy dick. I’m a big old queer. The nightclub I work at is a lesbian nightclub. You’re a hell of a catch, but you’re seriously not my type.” I reached out, slapped his ass hard, and sprinted off down the road toward the beach.

Jared hesitated and then chased after me. He easily caught up on his strong legs. We ran side by side down the berm and along the cove where we could see surfers in wetsuits paddling out to the waves.

We got into a comfortable pace. Jared seemed to be processing the news. I could sense that he had spent countless hours imagining a life with me, and I had just brought all of that crashing down.

“Really?”

“Yes, really. I’m really gay. Super fucking gay. I kept it to myself for so long because of being in the Army. Don’t ask, don’t tell is bullshit, and it forced me back into the closet. I saw so many of my friends lose their entire careers. Solid, dedicated soldiers, discharged because of who they loved.” I broke off for a moment to regulate my breathing. “Ever since I moved up to Sacramento to go to UCD I’ve been much more open about it. I work at a lesbian nightclub, for Christ’s sake.”

“Does your mom know? I mean jeez, I don’t see good ole Bernadette being very open-minded about stuff like that.” His tone sounded incredulous.

“Yup, she was the first family member I came out to. She didn’t seem all that surprised, actually.”

“Wow, Bernadette has come a long way,” he said.

I grunted. “Hardly.”

We ran the rest of the way back to the house in silence, pacing each other, knowing so well how to gauge what we each needed just by our strides, breathing, and posture, and adjusting accordingly.

Back at the house, we took turns showering, and shared breakfast. Jared was not his usual chatty self. He was withdrawn, silent the entire time. After breakfast, he stood in the doorway to the guest room as I packed up my duffel. I made one last trip to the bathroom, slung my duffel on my shoulder, and walked down the front stairs to my truck. Nineteen stairs. Nineteen wooden stairs that I knew so well. Every loose nail and creaky board.

Jared leaned against the warm metal of my front fender as I tossed my bag into the bed of my truck. He spread his arms and I leaned into him, wrapping my arms around his waist. He held me for a while as I rested my cheek on his shoulder and listened to the sounds of Highway 1 mixed with the Pacific Ocean crashing onto the beach. He released me abruptly.

“You’re sure?” he asked, holding me by the shoulders, at arm’s length.

“Yup, I’m sure. I can be your friend, as always, but that’s it. I love you, and I’ve always got your back, BB.”

“All right,” he said absently. In all the years I had known Jared, I had never seen him pout, but I understood.

I climbed into my truck, buckled my seatbelt, fired up the engine, and rolled down the window to let in some fresh air.

“You gonna make the trip north for my graduation party?”

He gave me an unenthusiastic nod and a wave as I pulled out of the driveway.


Chapter Three

Every time I returned from SLO, I brought cider to my mother. Just before getting onto Highway 101 in SLO I stopped at the Apple Farm gift shop and bought a jug of frozen apple cider. The clerk wrapped it neatly in brown butcher paper.

On the way out I lingered in the garden, taking in the explosion of flowers and the tinkling of water from the water wheel. Reluctant to leave the peaceful garden, I placed the jug in the ice chest behind my seat and got back on the road.

The radio signal faded as I drove over the grade between SLO and Paso Robles so I put a CD into the disc player, Recovering the Satellites by Counting Crows, and downshifted for more power as my truck bogged down on the steepest part of the grade.

“Oh, Jared,” I said as guilt washed over me for dashing his hopes. It was obvious how disappointed he was, but I knew how resilient he could be and was sure that our friendship would make it through.

At Paso Robles, I cut over on Highway 46 and then Highway 41. At some point the Counting Crows CD ended, and I swapped it out for U2’s The Joshua Tree. I took off like a shot once I hit I-5 north at Kettleman City, blowing by orchards, dairies, cattle ranches, vast wide-open vistas, and foothills.

The closer I got to Sacramento, the more anxious I became. My stomach grew tight, as did my grip on the steering wheel. I had not done any of my school assignments over the weekend and had taken Saturday night off from work. Saturday nights were usually the highest earning nights of the week for me, so I knew I had missed out on at least two hundred dollars in tips.

I pressed my foot down harder on the accelerator. My little Ford Ranger ate up mile after mile. Finally, I reached Sacramento, took the Q Street exit, and made my way through Midtown. I snagged a parking spot at the corner of Twenty-fourth and Q, right outside of my apartment building.

With cooler in my hand, duffel bag on my shoulder, and stiff legs, I wobbled down the stairs to the door and unlocked it. Once in the dingy underground lobby, I walked up a flight of stairs to the first floor. The building was quiet, nobody in sight in the lobby or corridor.

The first-floor corridor was a long bland hallway, with windows on the left side and apartment doors on the right. The walls were painted a dull white, and the floor had thin blue carpet. The odor of the hallway hung somewhere between urine and curry.

My studio, #106, was just as I had left it, neat and sparsely furnished. While I fully appreciated interior design, I did not have a knack for it, so I stuck to keeping things utilitarian. One futon, one small coffee table, one folding chair, one card table in the connecting kitchen, a low table against the wall with a small television and DVD player on it. My books, CDs, and DVDs in neat rows on the floor along one wall. In the corner was a small three-drawer dresser that held my clothes. On top was a small freshwater fish tank. The calm burbling of the tank’s filtration pump was a constant.

On the walls were neatly framed photos, including one of my basic training platoon, one of Jared in Class A’s earning his stripes, one obligatory picture of me in BDU’s laying prone in the mud while lining up a shot at the range, M-16 at the ready. One of my friend Bear astride her motorcycle, which she had adoringly named Champagne.

The studio was essentially a square room with a small kitchen, and an even smaller bathroom branching off it. The western-facing wall had the only window, which ran the studio’s entire width and looked out onto Twenty-fourth Street and the apartment pool. Directly underneath the studio was the underground parking garage, so I never had to worry about treading lightly for downstairs neighbors.

I dropped my duffel and the cooler on the futon and carried the frozen jug of cider into the kitchen. I squeezed the jug into the freezer next to two other jugs of cider from my last trips to SLO. Apparently, I hadn’t visited my mom in a while.

Next, I unpacked the duffel, chucking dirty clothes in the hamper and lining up my running shoes next to my boots in the closet.

I was thrilled to find that all my fish were alive. It was a small tank with a heating unit, a light, and a filter constantly circulating the water. I put some flakes into the tank and watched the fish eagerly swim to the surface.

Dinner time. I prepared a simple meal. Chicken, broccoli, and brown rice cooked in vegetable broth. I ate it while leaning against the counter in the kitchen, looking out of the window on the far side of the studio.

My ears screamed with tinnitus, so I focused on the sounds of Midtown. Cars drove by, people walked along the sidewalk chatting, doors slammed, dogs barked, and the warning signal clanged every time a light-rail train came into the stop on Twenty-fourth Street.

Eventually, I slipped into some black boxer briefs, a sports bra, well-worn jeans that hung on my ass just right, and the usual tight black tank top. I added some black ranger boots and a wallet chain. I fixed my bun and spritzed it with hairspray so it would hold up during my shift.

On the way out, I grabbed my tip bucket, which was full of my work gear: wine key, shaker, strainer, and bartending guide.

As I headed out, the brisk air hit me, and I hunched my shoulders as goose bumps raised up on my arms.

I made the short drive down to Twenty-first Street and L and parked across from the club. Scanning the block, I grinned. From the look of things, it would be a busy night. The sidewalks had plenty of people, the parking spots were mostly gone, and the restaurant next door was banging.
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