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Divine am I inside and out, and I make holy whatever I touch or am touch’d from,


The scent of these arm-pits aroma finer than prayer


—WALT WHITMAN
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 PART ONE


Summer 2018















The Body Is a Wild, Wild Thing



EVERYONE LOVES THE Conservatory of Flowers in Golden Gate Park, understandably so, with its glorious and cocky tulips, its vibrant rhododendrons and azaleas, blooming all year despite the season. But I’ll take the earthy floor under a California redwood, especially today: a miserable ninety-five degrees in the city. I’m avoiding all my responsibilities by biking through the park, seeking shade under the redwoods, surrounded by their accompaniment of green ferns. Give me the obviously sexist-named lady fern, fronds all delicate and bendy, and sword fern, with fronds erect and plump. The moist smell of decomposition. The coolness. The occasional pile of trash: Takis bags, cigarette butts, a mini bottle of Don Julio tequila, the makings of a perfectly fine evening. Which reminds me—tonight I’ll be celebrating my thirty-seventh birthday.


It’s early afternoon on the summer solstice, the longest day of the year, unnaturally hot, and soon I’ll be meeting my best friend, Metal Matt, at Bender’s on Nineteenth and Van Ness to drink. Then we’re going to jump in the Pacific Ocean.


That’s the plan.


My beat-up Bianchi, which Metal Matt lent me, sprawls a few feet away, and I lean against the tree trunk. I enable my hot spot, hoping not to exceed my data this month, because I’m still on a shared plan with Luna, my ex-wife, who continues to pay the bill. I need to find a more permanent job and living situation. I secured two temp jobs for the summer: a library assistant at Cal, and a data entry position at MOMA, because though the pay is nothing special, you get free access to the museum.


Metal Matt keeps telling me to look for a place to live in Oakland. It’s cheaper, warmer, more bikeable. For now, I’ve found a sublet on Shotwell and Seventeenth in the Mission till September. Nearby: a BART stop, a spin studio, a grocery store, and a bar. I’ve decided to quit drinking for the summer—after tonight, of course—so I should just cut the bar, but it’s psychologically comforting to have so close.


I click open a new tab and decide to peruse the Craigslist Missed Connections. I chuckle at the ridiculousness of the postings. The earnest longing. The raunchiness of anonymity. But they arouse something in me, something romantic and hopeful, perhaps a little desperate as well: You, in line at El Farolito, wearing a Pink Floyd shirt, with a date who acted disinterested in you. We stared at each other for a long moment. Me, in shorts and shirt and gym bag and very interested in you.


I have this wish that I’ll read one about me: You, a healthy and young-looking 30-year-old, maybe 220, clean-shaven, with a dark and wildly curly head of hair, biking laboriously but joyfully around the city. Me, someone who thinks you are adorable.


But apparently no one misses me.


I scroll through a few ads for shared apartments in the city, but I can’t focus, overwhelmed by how quickly plans can change. I lived with Luna for over five years in Seattle. We’d purchased a set of Heath dinnerware for the kitchen, Ikea plant stands for hallways. I’d painted our unborn child’s bedroom a soft daffodil that we picked out after bickering for weeks over subtle variations of yellow paint swatches.


I know I’m not really ready for roommates or communal chores.


A cat sticks its head out from behind a lady fern. Long-haired, all whites and tans and blacks, slinking along the perimeter of the tree’s circle of shade as if I’ve taken its spot. It circles me like something feral and then stops and rudely stares. I never had a cat growing up, so I’m a little suspicious, but there is something wonderful about a warm furry thing curling up on you. I try to call it over, but it just sits there all regal-like, its tail twitching, continuing to stare. I stare back but then blink. The cat wins, looking at me like You’re pathetic, and immediately Luna pops into my head, which disturbs me.


Our breakup wasn’t for a lack of love or friendship or passion. We had fun. We dreamed and planned about the future. Even pregnant, we role-played. We confronted our fears about how our lives might change with a child: nanny and parent, needy neighbor and pervy neighbor, ignored mom at the park and dirty father sitting next to her.


I haven’t been with someone since Luna, since the day before she left for the doctor’s office. I not only miss sex with her, but all that came with it: the way I could lose myself, act ravenous or demure, find such direction, such purpose, in pleasing. Something in me loves the feeling of letting go—of Tell me what to do, of Anything you want, of service.


I tsk-tsk and say, Kitty, come here.


The cat doesn’t move. Typical.


I ignore it and begin to pack up, and the cat walks right up to me.


I’m a sucker for success and stroke its sides, rub its belly, and the cat meows, then rolls over and scratches me with its back legs and bolts away.


I watch blood pop up in little lines along the soft underside of my wrist. Three perfect rows. I reach down and lick them tentatively. Consider the taste of my blood on my tongue, the viscosity. It’s not as thick as cum but thicker than pre-cum. A bit sharp to the taste but definitely different than period blood. I lick again and it beads, and I lick again, and it continues to bead. The body is a wild, wild thing.


I gather my belongings together, reluctant to leave the shade under the trees, but I want to be among people and need to bike back to the Mission. The crowded sidewalks of the park on a busy summer day. The designated roller-skate area, a large asphalt rectangle, bumps with sweaty and shirtless men.


I straddle my bike and watch the synchronized routine of four women practicing circle eights together. The requisite aging San Francisco hippies, sporting dreadlocks and tie-dye shirts, taking up too much space. Normally, I’d shake my head, but something’s lovely about it all. The joy, the pleasure, the shared spaces and slick bodies and lack of any kind of pretension.


An old man, also watching the show, on what appears to be a stolen Citi-Bike with a milk crate affixed to its front with a series of bungee cords, suddenly tumbles to the asphalt, and people rush to help him. He gets up, refuses their concern, yelling that he’s fine, he’s on his birthday bike ride—he’s on his way to Ocean Beach.


I smile. I want to yell, That’s my birthday plan too!


A woman keeps asking him, Who’s the president? and he says, That asshole.


I hear someone shout, He’s fine.


I watch kids learning to ride bikes or scooting around on skateboards, elbows and knees covered with pads. Some parents hover over them, running beside them, shouting directions, voices full of fear or concern. Some parents stare at their phones like they are thankful for the break from paying attention to a child, not even reacting when they fall. The kids look awkward and ridiculous but alive, skating and falling and getting back up. And it hits me viscerally, like a punch. I can taste the bitterness in my mouth, feel the anger in my body, at the unfairness of loss, at expectations and hope and possibility taken away, just gone.


I drop the bike and pull out my phone. I text Metal Matt: I’m heading to the bar earlier.


He immediately texts back: You good?


I text the dancing emoji.


He texts the peach.


He knows me well.


I feel my shoulders drop, feel air fill my lungs.


After almost a decade together, Luna and I haven’t spoken in months. We text here and there. To check in. To perhaps remind ourselves of one another, of what we had together. The desire to connect still feels instinctual.


I decide to send her a preemptive birthday text: I hope you doing well. Letting you know I’m fine & w/ friends.


Luna texts: I know. I’m glad. And the lit candle emoji.


I gave her so much shit for her candles and altars and brocade runners, her rituals around solstices and anniversaries, special votives accompanying intentions and manifestations. I teased her that my hippie white mom had altars. She never bit.


Luna would reply, Good for her. People need more spirituality in their lives. But hippies don’t own the practice. They never have. I’m simply reappropriating.


Then I realize she knows my plans. That she and Metal Matt probably still talk to each other. That he updates her about me.


My phone buzzes. It’s Luna, so I decline it.


She texts: Be well, Chino. Then a heart emoji and then a peach emoji.


I notice she avoids the word birthday.


I understand why, of course.


The heat hangs on everything as I leave the park and head down the Wiggle toward the Mission, always grateful for this bike-friendly path flowing through the heart of San Francisco. I cruise slowly but determinedly, taking up the whole green bike lane as other cyclists squeeze by, ding-dinging their little bells at me to make space.


I refuse to budge.


So that’s why I’m irritated as I wait patiently at a light astride my borrowed bike, helmet on, earbuds in, at Sixteenth and Van Ness, when this ’70s red Bronco decides to make a right turn and beeps at me. I looked at him like Fuck you. He waves through the windshield for me to get out of the way. I pull my earbuds out and roll my bike back, eyeballing him like Don’t beep at me. I realize he’s an elder: black Ray-Bans, white tank top, dangling gold chain, and one of those mid-’90s Mossimo red flannels, unbuttoned. He looks like my father or my tios back in New Mexico. He rolls slowly beside me, window down, raising his hand, calming me, and says, Bro. It’s okay. It’s okay.


I feel frazzled and foolish. A bad combination.


That’s the mood I’m in as I lock my bike up and enter Bender’s, hearing the familiar melodic sound of Black Sabbath, a kind of divinity, a beautiful darkness, the familiarity of home, all dirty and smelly but yours. I decide to splurge on Pliny the Elder, which is in its own way something divine: flowery and citrusy and malty-sweet. I grin and ask for a Pliny and slap down seven bucks. The bartender smiles and tells me, It’s eight.


I only have eight: seven for the beer, one for the tip.


Metal Matt promised to spot me drinks for the rest of the night. To cheer me up. To kick off my summer of sobriety in the right way. Now I’m an asshole again, the guy who’s not going to leave a tip.


I say, I thought it was seven.


The bartender’s like, That was months ago. Things change, my friend.


I say, Here’s eight. When my friend comes, I’ll tip you.


Right, they say. And walk away.


I hurry to the outdoor patio to get out of sight. I place my beer down on a stunningly nasty glass tabletop that hasn’t been wiped down in weeks and keep my phone in my lap. The ashtray, however, looks like it gets cleaned regularly. A single big table made of an old wooden door takes up most of the patio. The group of people sitting around it appear familiar with each other and they’re all dressed in shades of black. I’m sporting my only pair of swim trunks, horizontal pastel stripes hanging to my knees, and a plain black T-shirt. So I’m only slightly out of place. No one looks my way. I watch them pass a pack of smokes around. Everyone grabs one. They pass around a lighter between the three women and two men. The men all sport leather vests and tight black denim shorts, fringe dangling down, tickling thighs that appear taut and tan. The women lean back in their chairs, wearing T-shirts with the sides cut out. I try not to stare at their unshaved armpits and the lovely way their whole bodies move as they laugh. They blow smoke directly into each other’s smiling faces like it’s an act of love.


I sip my beer and notice these other two dudes sitting at the only other little circular table, in the corner sharing a bowl. And by dude I mean the complete opposite of the old man in the car or the black-clad people at the big table. One’s wearing a Hardly Strictly Bluegrass shirt with gray sweatpants and what appear to be house slippers. The other wears khaki pants, socks with sandals, and what might be the matching top to the gray sweatpants. The dude with the shirt sees me looking and says to me, Got to love Pliny.


I’m speechless. I look at the beer: brown, a bit reddish, with a small head of foam.


I want to ask how he knows it’s Pliny and not one of the other thirty beers Bender’s has on tap, but instead I say, You like Pliny too?


He says, Man, I got a story for you. He leans forward and offers me the pipe. My first instinct is to say no. But it’s my birthday. I lean in, and he leans in with the pipe and lights it with his blue plastic lighter. I inhale.


Hardly Strictly Bluegrass points the pipe at my beer and says, The brewery is up north. It’s this packed sports bar. Like you’d never want to go in there. Like they have fifteen-dollar hamburgers, and fries are like five extra dollars. But here’s the secret. If you ask them Is the Child around? they’ll give you a mini pint of Pliny the Younger if they have some. It’s never advertised. You just have to know what to say. You have to have faith. Have you ever had the Younger?


I’ve never tasted the Child, I say, trying to be clever. But the word triggers me: child. My body surges with a rush of sadness, my skin flushes, my belly turns.


He says, It’s just like heaven.


One of the women at the larger table stands to leave, and Hardly Strictly Bluegrass sees her and says, Sorry ’bout that, milady. Like he’s in eighteenth-century England. He watches her leave—not in a douchey way, but still. I look to the sky, dull now with night coming. I breathe out slowly, audibly, but I don’t care. I sip and savor my beer. I sense my body unclenching, my heart calming. I’m ready to go to Ocean Beach, which I expressed must be the final destination of the evening.


Metal Matt used the word kismet when I bragged to him about my plan on the phone the day before.


I asked, What the fuck is kismet?


He said, It means like fate or destiny. It means everything led you to be in this place with this opportunity.


I said, A birthday is hardly an opportunity.


He laughed loudly, like I was ridiculous.


I asked, And what language is that?


He said, Yiddish or Hebrew, I think. I don’t know. I’m not Jewish, but I’m one spiritual motherfucker. All true metalheads are. Remember that.
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AND LIKE A miracle, Metal Matt enters the patio holding two PBR tall boys and a huge white hibiscus flower. He makes eye contact with me and states loudly, Drink up, and let’s get nude and jump in the ocean. A woman from the larger table behind us yells, Metal Matt! Where you been?


He says, Being a good boy and living in Oakland. Then Metal Matt says hello to everyone at the table, and I hear one of them say, The beach sounds like a good idea on a night like this.


Metal Matt says, It’s a special night. It’s summer solstice, it’s hella hot, and it’s Chino’s birthday.


They all look at me—the men, the women, Metal Matt, the two dudes in the corner. They all wish me a happy birthday, their voices a jangle of sound. Metal Matt makes his way to me and hands me the beer and the hibiscus.


I say, Thanks for the flower. A hairy-fruited hibiscus.


I tuck it behind my ear.


He says, Hairy fruit, are you serious? I love it.


Metal Matt strokes his red beard, bushy, a bit unkempt, beginning to gray right down the middle. He has long reddish-brown hair perfectly parted in the center. He takes care of it. We were roommates for years, and the amount of money he spent on hair products was impressive: shampoos, hair conditioners, oils, rehydrating creams.


We crack open the cans and cheers each other as white foam flicks onto my sleeve. He shows me a fifth of Maker’s from his back pocket and says, I’m saving on beer so we can take a Lyft to the beach.


I say, A sentence I never imagined coming out of your mouth.


He says, Yeah, well, I never thought Slayer would say some reactionary conservative drivel, but whatever, right?


I say, Who knew Ozzy would star in a reality TV show?


Hardly Strictly Bluegrass joins in: Or that Metallica would play the Super Bowl?


And he’s so pleased with himself I have to chuckle.


Not Metal Matt. Metal Matt restrains himself and says curtly, They played a concert the day before the Super Bowl that was only slightly connected to it.


Hardly Strictly Bluegrass says, Right, right. And does the smart thing and turns away toward his friend.
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IN THE LYFT, later, Metal Matt says, Happy thirty-seventh birthday.


I say, It’s the last prime birthday of my thirties.


Metal Matt says, Did you know thirty-seven is the exact number of seconds of recorded bells and thunderstorms during the opening of the song “Black Sabbath” on the album Black Sabbath by the band Black Sabbath, which as you know marks the birth of metal, a holy moment. How’s that for a trifecta? You and Black Sabbath.


I put my hand on his and squeeze it.


The Lyft’s radio is playing KFOG, and on comes Metallica’s “Nothing Else Matters.” It’s somber and slow and picks up and crunches in that perfect power-ballad kind of way.


I say, Kismet.


And Metal Matt says, No. That’s just eerie as fuck.


The driver turns it up. We sip the fifth during the rest of the drive into Golden Gate Park. We say nothing else as I watch the silhouettes of California redwoods and invasive eucalyptus against the clear, starry sky. No ocean fog at all.


When we get to the beach, we walk hand in hand till the moment the dry sand becomes wet. We strip naked. People gather and sit in circles here and there. Some have fires, some play music. Nothing I recognize. It’s surprisingly calm for Ocean Beach on a solstice evening. The waves lap the shore. At first, I worry that people are watching me, that my belly bounces like a beach ball, that my dick hides away in my pubic hair. Metal Matt absolutely never wears his hair in a bun, but he puts it in one. I watch as he calmly wraps his hair around and around. He doesn’t even turn to look at me, just mutters, Don’t even say it.


Then he says, We’re going to sprint into the water.


I say, Not too far. There’re riptides.


He says, There always are.


He says, We’re going to yell and scream the entire length of this beach. I want you to let everything go.


I say, Oh. Just like that. Should be easy.


He says, Nope. Easy is staying on the shore. Right here. This is going to be hard.


I say, No one else is swimming.


He turns, naked, to face me.


I say, I get it. I need to move on. I need to get over all the shit that’s happened. To leave it all behind me.


He shakes his head no and says, Chino, I really don’t know. Maybe someday. But tonight if you want to be brave, do something that scares you.


I say, This is an example of being brave?


He says, It can be.


He then hustles back to his jeans and bends over, and I see the glow of his pale ass cheeks and the darkness between. He returns holding the bottle. He opens it and takes a swig. He hands it to me. I finish it off and hand it back. He then tosses the bottle in this exaggerated, celebratory way. Then he yells to someone behind my shoulder, Relax. I’ll pick it up in a second.


He looks at me, Fucking liberals. We hug, his warm chest and belly pressing into mine. We turn to face the ocean. I hear him breathe in deeply and then growl, low and guttural, picking up intensity and sounding as beautiful as early Neurosis or Metallica or any damn Sabbath album pre–Ronnie James Dio. I join in. And there is no harmony, no syncopation, just long, drawn-out noise, unbroken and off-key.


And then we run.
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I WAKE THE next day to the sound of banging on the door to my street-level sublet. But the only thing that comes to mind: Day one of sobriety. Not: Am I safe? Is there a fire? Do I need to evacuate? Because no one should be able to access my door from Shotwell unless they jumped the security gate. I feel proud of myself as I welcome the sense of purpose that comes with a boundary: no drinking for three months. I see it’s twelve thirty in the afternoon and realize it has to be Kay and Mike at the door for our lunch date that I’m not at all prepared for.


Kay enters holding three foil-wrapped burritos stacked in a perfect triangle in her hands. Mike enters behind her carrying a disposable drink tray with three large Coke cups. He looks at me and sips from each paper straw.


Mike says, To avoid any spillage.


Kay says, Metal Matt said you might need a delivery. And PS—your gate was wide open, with your bike just sitting there.


I have a moment of How did I get home last night? panic and feel even better about my sobriety summer.


Besides Metal Matt, they’re the only other friends I made at SFSU. Kay aspires to write in her time away from preschooling. She has short brown hair and a lot of energy. Mike freelance copyedits for several tech companies and brags to each of us that he loves his job.


Kay pushes me backward, saying, Sit, sit. Let me plate these birthday burritos.


I say, I might need some coffee first.


Mike sips from one of the drinks and says, Trust me, get some food in your belly first. Then coffee.


He sips from a different straw, holding eye contact, grinning.


Gross, dude. Give me one of those.


He sits next to me and places the tray on the ground in front of us.


Mike puts his hands on each of my shoulders. He looks like he might say something, but instead pulls me to him. At first, I stiffen, but I close my eyes. I relax into it, and it feels good. To be held.


Kay must enter because I hear, Ahhh, men hugging is a wonderful sight.


I try to remember the last time I was hugged: Metal Matt on the beach last night, but not really anyone else for a while. This jolt of energy rushes through me: When did Luna last hug me? I can’t remember. It must have been the day she left. I think of my father—I hugged him in his home in New Mexico. My mother: I hugged her on her hospital bed, and she patted me on the back. That was the final time I would touch her. She would pass away the next day. I was eighteen. When I saw her body, I didn’t go near it.


I open my eyes just as Kay leans in for a group hug. I don’t resist. I let her. I let them hold me. No one has to say a thing, but of course Kay does. She’s always been a talker.


I’m glad you’re back home. It’s been too long since we’ve seen you.


And then we part, and together we unwrap burritos. Kay and I carefully, deliberately peel back the tinfoil halfway down like normal people. Mike frees the entire burrito, balling up the tinfoil like an animal.


I say, This is the last gluttonous meal I will eat.


I tell them about my decision to be sober and eat healthier.


Mike says, Spoken like a man who drank too much the night before.


I say, I’m serious. I need a cleanse. A new beginning.


Kay says, You have my support.
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I NAP FOR the rest of the afternoon, and when I wake, I strip and shower, then remain naked as I curl up on the couch. I contemplate jacking off. I consider scenarios or situations that might pique my interest: MMF three-ways usually do the trick. And lately I’ve been such a sucker for reluctance plotlines: People who know they shouldn’t but just can’t help it. Friends at parties. Strangers stuck in precarious situations. Coworkers in the breakroom. Even exes.


But nothing hits right.


I wonder if my cleanse should involve porn. It’s way too easy. It takes no work. No agency. No creativity.


I pick up my phone and see the last missed call from yesterday: Luna.


I have this rush of wanting clarity and closure, this need to accomplish something.


There are a few things I still have to resolve from my life in Seattle: the phone-bill issue and the storage locker that Metal Matt and I quickly filled with remaining belongings Luna and I owned, all the stuff she didn’t know what to do with as she left for her parents’ house, leaving all of it—including me and our marriage—behind.


I sit up and hit CALL.


She answers on the third ring.


I hang up immediately and put the phone down.


I want to say I miss you. I want to say I’m sorry about how things transpired. I’m heartbroken. I’m lonely. I’m angry. I want to ask How are you doing?


Instead, I text, Hey, I realize we need to deal with the phone contract.


I text, I can PayPal you money once I get settled and a thumbs-up emoji, as if that’s the end, as if there is nothing more I need to say to her about it. I know she hates when I just make unilateral decisions, but I can’t help it. And I hate myself for not being about to do something different. Better. Mature.


I stare at my phone. The three little dots appear. I watch them blink, eager, anticipating.


They disappear.


She never responds.















Like Needle to Record



I’M RIDING BART to West Oakland to meet Terrance for the first time, and I’m practicing my small talk in response to those generic first-date questions.


Terrance is hopefully a new friend. A very sexy friend, according to Metal Matt, who orchestrated this meet-up, a.k.a. blind brunch date slash possible hookup.


Metal Matt believes I need a safe yet physical distraction.


He knows my history with men and women, having lived with me as I tried to figure all that out. One night right after college, I complained about a date being uncomfortable with me also seeing a woman. We were on BART headed to 924 Gilman to see a punk band from LA we read about in Razorcake.


He said, Why do you need to figure anything out? Seems like you have. Seems like they need to figure something out.


The way he phrased it felt so obvious and clear. So easy.


The first generic question: What do you do?


I was a biology teacher in Seattle for years.


Yes, I do miss my students, but I absolutely do not want to return to a school district. I want to work with kids and talk about trees and plants outside, not in a classroom. I blame Ms. Frizzle and The Magic School Bus, which I watched constantly as a child, for leading me to a degree in botany at SFSU and then a career teaching middle school.


I always lined my classroom desk with cacti and succulents, and through the year we’d vote on imaginative new names for the strangest plants.


Kalanchoe, which students couldn’t touch because it’s toxic, we renamed Nacho Cheese Doritos. The kids laughed at Sedum rubrotinctum and agreed the common name for it was already perfect: pork and beans.


My poor aloe vera plant was continually decimated by Timmy C, because I happened to explain to him the medicinal benefits of the plant on cuts. Every few weeks he offered proof on various appendages for a new aloe leaf to help him heal.


I love the sound of children screaming Mr. Flores.


So my answer to the question What do you do?: Call me Mr. Flores, eighth-grade science teacher extraordinaire.


Generic question #2, usually about my name: So, Chino Flores is interesting.


My actual birth name is Efren, after my grandfather, a big, kind man everyone loved and who gardened, ate voraciously, and died peacefully in his sleep of heart failure before I was two. But I go by Chino. My father started calling me Chino because my mother spent her pregnancy in Shenzhen, China, on a “Women in Math” exchange program. My dad told everyone after I was born that I looked like a cute chinito, with black hair and little eyes, that maybe I wasn’t his.


But despite the implication, my mother loved it, whispering it to me in those quiet moments: My China flower.


The times I saw my father during my childhood, he never called me Efren, always Chino. I never thought twice about my name until my mother defended it in front of me to a school administrator who suggested that I be addressed by my real name.


What do you mean? my mother asked.


Not a nickname, he said.


What’s the problem with his nickname?


It’s inappropriate.


Chino?


Yes, to refer to someone as China or Chinese because he may appear Asian. I won’t let any child be teased for their appearance.


We call him that because I spent my entire pregnancy in China. He’s my little China flower.


Which leads to generic question #3: So where are your parents?


My father: we are in contact, but barely.


My mother passed away when I was eighteen, almost twenty years ago. Before that, we moved constantly. In fact, I envy her ability to just pick up and leave everything behind: apartments, jobs, men—a strength there I could use right now.


But Terrance doesn’t ask a single question.


He greets me at the door with a smirk.


My goodness, Chino, you look a little nervous.


I shift my weight to one foot, and say, Please, trying to sound absolutely not nervous.


But I can’t hide it. Even I can tell I’m pretending, that I feel eager and skeptical and awkward.


He says, Come, come—and ushers me into the middle of his studio apartment. He then points to the record console and says, Sit and choose a record. I’m making us food. I want to feed you. And he retreats to the kitchen to make us healthy lunch bowls, like we do this all the time.


And Metal Matt is certainly right. Terrance definitely distracts: mixed race and husky, wearing lightweight and breathable yoga pants tight in such interesting places and a loose cropped shirt with the sleeves cut off, revealing the underside of his belly. He moves through the kitchen area in plaid house slippers.


The way he’s dressed, I can tell he’s not planning on leaving the house, so I slip off my Nikes and I plop down on the plush carpet, happy to focus on choosing the music.


But I struggle. I don’t want to offend. The predominance of ’80s pop stupefies.


The closest thing to metal I find: Bon Jovi. I figure, Sure. Why not? I pull the album from the shelf.


I say, How’s this? And hold the sleeve high so he can see.


He’s constructing our bowls of quinoa and garbanzo beans and swiss chard (easier to digest than kale, I’m informed), real bacon (for him) and tempeh bacon (for me).


We’re both trying to get healthy. No booze. No wheat. No drama.


I don’t miss the wheat or the drama. But come nighttime, I usually do miss the booze. It’s been two weeks.


He doesn’t look up but says, Doesn’t matter.


I say, Honestly? Everyone always says that, but really?


He says, If I own it, I should have no problem hearing it.


I say, I agree.


But secretly, I don’t. There’s times I want something specific—the long hard buildup of doom metal or the fast punch of thrash.


Everything matters.


I pull the record out, and it has this plastic sleeve that crinkles and bunches. I can’t imagine trying to slide it back in. I figure I’ll deal with that particular stress later and place the album on top of the turntable. The needle moves, and the speakers crackle to life.


But it’s not anything remotely like metal. This poppy drumbeat races, and a guitar joins, and immediately it picks up speed and energy, and I instantly recognize it. All I can do is bob my head.


Suddenly, Terrance races in from the kitchen with wooden salad tongs, pretending that it’s a mic, sliding in his house slippers across the floor like he’s done this a million times. He belts along with Belinda Carlisle of the Go-Go’s—See the people walking down the street—and it’s the silliest, most beautiful thing ever.


I say, This is definitely not Bon Jovi.


He smirks but says, I’m so glad you found it. I’ve been searching for this record.


I say, You have? And realize I sound so dismissive, so judgy, and he’s so cute.


He says, Sometimes, what you need finds you.


We got the beat, he sings. And I pick it up: We got the beat.


I sit cross-legged on the carpet and smile up at him. I must look some kind of way, because he says, Let’s dance.


He reaches his hand to me, but I don’t take it. I stand on my own accord and say, It’s like ten thirty in the morning. I’m not only sober, but I haven’t even had any coffee.


He says, You’re afraid you can’t dance because you’re sober and uncaffeinated?


He says this as if he’s a bit disappointed in who I am. He stares at me. He’s still holding the tongs up to his mouth. Like he’s hungry. I look at his outstretched arm, notice a group of small geometric tattoos at his elbow crease.


I say, You want me to dance to this song?


He says, What would you like?


I worry he’s placating me, but whatever.


I say, Not the ’80s.


He says, Fine, rolls his eyes and kills the music, lifting the needle. I feel a moment of sadness as the song ends. He steps to the laptop on the coffee table and flips it open.


He says, How’s this playlist: Cali Love. Don’t ask what’s on it. Let’s just find out together.


I shrug, like Of course, but can’t help looking. I step to the screen and read some names I know: Joni Mitchell, Missing Persons. But then I see Mac Dre and Andre Nickatina’s “My Homeboys Chevy.” I click on it. Dre starts talking about getting your weed from the store the legit way. Dre says, Quit thuggin’ out. Terrance and I both bounce our shoulders to the beat. Then Terrance dances. And I dance. We keep two feet distance between us, and then I reach a hand out and he reaches a hand out, and we touch. Like needle to record. Like voice track to drum track. Like Welcome home and Stay a while.
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