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For the Bee












PROLOGUE






1991


On the day of the memorial service, Dennis Griffin stood on the lakeshore, under a cold gray sky, facing the water. The whine of a chainsaw echoed somewhere along the shore. The air smelled like pine, wood smoke, and the coming winter.


When the chill got to him, he went inside.


He avoided the post-funeral supper and went instead to the flagstone entry hall where the guests had hung their coats. He searched through the pockets, stuffing any cash or items of interest he found in his own jacket pockets.


They had arrived yesterday. Dennis had watched from inside the garage as Brenna emerged from the car and embraced her mother, Meg. He’d watched intently as Brenna’s little girl, Sadie, stepped out of the back seat but stayed close to the car, looking uncertain, until Meg went to her, scooped her up, and took her inside.


Now, in the front hall, he discovered a black leather purse on a hook behind a dark green coat. The subdued tones of the assembled guests’ voices drifted in, but no one came to disturb him. Dennis listened and tried to make out words; he couldn’t. He stuck his hand in the purse, rummaging around. He pulled out a red eel-skin wallet, unsnapped it, and found Brenna’s driver’s license picture staring back at him. She didn’t have any cash in her wallet, just photos and credit cards. There was a Mastercard; a Chevron gas card; and a professional-looking wallet-size portrait of Brenna, her husband, Peter, and Sadie seated in a grove of trees, smiling. When Dennis could stand to look no longer, he dropped the wallet back into Brenna’s purse.


He sifted through the rest of her things. There was a hairbrush, key ring, packet of Kleenex, pack of Virginia Slims, and a lighter. He spun the wheel on the lighter and it lit up; he put it in his pocket. He removed a snarled ball of hair from her brush and put that in his pocket too. At the bottom of her bag was a small silver flask. Dennis unscrewed the cap and sniffed. He smelled nothing. He took a swig just as he heard his wife calling his name. He tasted vodka.


“Dennis? . . . Dennis?”


The sound of her footsteps got louder. He dropped the flask back into the purse and slipped out the front door into the oncoming evening. He ran silently across the driveway and up the stairs to their apartment above the garage. In the bedroom, he retrieved a leather briefcase (with his initials, DEG, embossed on it) from under the bed, and opened it with a small key he got from his sock drawer. He took the hairball out of his pocket and dropped it into the briefcase. He locked it and placed it back under the bed.


That done, he put the key back in the drawer and went back outside, down the stairs, and along the path to the lakeshore. He sat on a log and lit up a cigarette with Brenna’s lighter. The air was cold with the promise of snow.













PART ONE

1965–1985

















CHAPTER ONE






Brenna Riley loved her father’s study. It smelled like books and cigars, and the walls were filled with photos of her father as a younger man. He had been a rower at the Naval Academy and had won a gold medal in the 1952 Helsinki Olympic Games. The medal was in a frame and hung next to a picture of nine men standing in a row on a dock, each holding an oar, except the shortest of them who held a megaphone. Their names were written along the bottom of the photograph, including her father’s, Jack Riley.


Brenna also loved the picture of her parents when they got married at a wedding chapel in Reno, Nevada. Her mother had run away with Jack from her home in Maryland because her family had not approved of the marriage. Brenna found this fascinating and exciting. She looked at the photo so often she’d memorized it. Her handsome, powerfully built father, with his dazzling smile, in his navy uniform, towered over her dark-haired and petite mother, who was wearing a light-colored suit and a shy but radiant smile. Behind them, off to the left, was the exterior door of the little faux church with a sign that read SILVER BELLS WEDDING CHAPEL.
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When Brenna was six, she announced to her father, “I’m going to row, like you did.”


Her father laughed and said, “Girls don’t row.”


Brenna resolved, right then, to be the first girl rower.


She and her dad had a special bond. Brenna loved her mother too, of course, but didn’t spend a lot of time with her. She knew her mother loved her, but not in the same way her father did, or even the same way her nanny, Mrs. Dalrymple, did. Mrs. Dalrymple, from the time of Brenna’s earliest memories, asked her every day, “How much do I love Brenna?” “This much!” Brenna would answer by holding her arms open as wide as she could. Her father worked a lot but always made time for her.


Her mother mostly made time for her father.
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Brenna was eight when she first heard them fighting. It was late at night and Brenna was walking, half asleep, to the bathroom when she heard them. Suddenly wide awake, she crept down the hall and stood outside their bedroom.


“It just looked like you and Linda were arguing, that’s all,” her mother said. Her voice sounded shaky, as if she was on the verge of tears.


“Arguing? I barely know the woman! How much did you have to drink tonight?”


At first, she hadn’t recognized her father’s voice. He had never spoken to Brenna that way, with such anger and frustration.


“We’ve known Linda and Stan for at least ten years,” she heard her mother say quietly.


“Where are you going with this, Meg?” her father hissed in that weird furious tone.


“It was just an observation. I’m sorry to upset you.” Now it sounded like her mother was crying.


“Whatever you thought you saw”—her father’s voice was getting louder, and closer! Brenna hurried back down the hall and slipped into the bathroom just as her parents’ bedroom door opened—“it was nothing. Nothing for you to be concerned about.”


She heard the door slam and her father’s feet stomping down the hall and down the stairs.
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By the time she was ten, Brenna had begun to notice things. Like the three of them would be having dinner, and she and her father would be talking a mile a minute—about Brenna’s day at school, what he’d done all day at his newspaper job, what books Brenna was reading, what it had been like when Jack was on his navy ship, what it had been like to march in the opening ceremony at the Olympics—and her mother would sit quietly, smiling pleasantly and nodding at the things they were saying, but detached, not altogether present. Her father would pour her wine, but if her mother reached for the bottle herself, her father would stop her and shake his head, saying, “You’ve had enough.”


Or when they were up at the vacation house in Tahoe. Her mother had a small art studio in their San Francisco house and liked to paint the view of the bay from the terrace from time to time, but, at Tahoe, she painted outside every day, capturing the lake and the surrounding mountains in all seasons and all times of the day.


When she was eleven, Brenna overheard them arguing while they were in Tahoe.


“No, absolutely not!” she heard her father shout. Brenna was on the patio eating a bowl of cereal, and his voice boomed from the open window of his study. The sun was just rising above the tops of the pine trees, and Brenna was planning to take the old wooden rowboat out on the lake. She was trying to convince her dad that she could be a rower by practicing every day. Maybe then, he’d buy her a proper rowing shell.


“I don’t understand why not, Jack. Gene and Charlotte are here. I wouldn’t be alone.”


Gene and Charlotte lived in the apartment above the garage. Gene was the handyman and caretaker of the property, and Charlotte cooked and cleaned the house.


“I’ve been asked to join the painting group in town,” her mother said. “I could even show my work in the gallery. I only want to spend a month in the summer here.”


“What about Brenna? You’re going to leave her alone for a month?”


“It would be in August when she’s away at camp.”


“I will take August off and come with you,” her father said.


“I would think you’d want to be rid of me.”


“Oh, no. Not this again, Meg!”


Her mother said something, but too quietly for Brenna to hear the words. She heard a loud thump, like a fist on a table.


“For Christ sakes, Meg! My ‘other interests’—as you call them—are nothing for you to be concerned about, not to mention only in your imagination. You will wait to come up here when I can accompany you. And that is my final word!”


Brenna retreated to the boathouse, leaving her cereal bowl on the patio table. Charlotte would find it later. Brenna wondered what other interests her mother was referring to. She loved her father but didn’t understand why he treated her mother the way he did. She promised herself she’d never let a man treat her like that, never let anyone control her, dominate her, or yell at her.
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When Brenna was thirteen, she succeeded in talking her father into buying her a single rowing shell and teaching her to row. Her boat was impossibly skinny, made of wood, polished until it gleamed. Brenna loved her boat. She kept it at the Lake Merritt Rowing Club in Oakland, and she and her dad would spend at least one weekend day on the water. He was patient with her as he rowed alongside in his own single shell and instructed her on her stroke.


“You’re a natural!” he often said, beaming.


“You have excellent boat feel,” he said one day.


“What does that mean?”


“It means that you work with the boat and the way it moves through the water, rather than against it. Not everyone has that. In fact, most don’t.”


She also noticed that a lot of girls rowed, in singles as well as in bigger boats with other girls. Her dad had told her girls don’t row. Either he’d lied or girls had only recently started rowing.
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When Brenna started high school, her father relented and allowed her mother to spend time in Tahoe a few weeks out of the year to focus on her painting. Brenna had heard him brag to others about her mother’s artistic talents, much as he bragged about Brenna’s rowing and writing abilities. Brenna wondered again about her parent’s marriage. About how her father spoke to her mother so differently than he spoke to Brenna.


But, as she grew older, she didn’t give it too much thought. Brenna felt sorry for her mother but knew such a relationship was never going to happen to her. Plus, she was busy and becoming more independent, allowed to take the BART to Lake Merritt with rowing friends and walk to school with the neighbors. Her parents had argued about that—her mother insisting it was safe, while Jack railed about the many dangers Brenna would encounter on the train and walking through Oakland. Brenna was more distant from her mother than ever. If she had homework problems or questions about politics or current affairs, she went to her father. If her mother entered the room and tried to join the conversation, she and her father would wave her off or change the subject to a lighter topic, like what was for dinner or the weather or how nice Meg’s flowers looked out on the terrace.


Brenna’s, Jack’s, or the world’s problems were nothing for Meg to be concerned about.












CHAPTER TWO






When Dennis Griffin was five, he had a slight lisp. It drove his father crazy. Dennis and his mother would be talking about something at breakfast, and his father would lower his paper and interject insightful comments like, “Christ, Marian! You need to get the boy to a speech therapisTHst or an orthodontiTHst!”


[image: ]


When Dennis was six, he’d gone to a birthday party to which everyone in the class had been invited. The backyard party had devolved into the girls playing Pin the Tail on the Donkey, while the sugar-hyped boys ran around and wrestled on the grass. Dennis, usually ignored by his schoolmates, stood between the two groups, participating in neither activity. That is, until Freddy Johnson came up behind him and gave him a wedgie. Of course, everyone saw it and laughed and laughed. He didn’t know what to do and stood frozen on the spot, the waistband of his underwear up around his armpits. His mother chose that moment to appear at the back door and rush over to collect him. When they arrived home, his clothes had still not been readjusted. His father took one look at him and burst out laughing. “Well, that about sums it up, doesn’t it, Marian!”
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When he was seven, Dennis was finishing his dessert on Christmas Eve. It was a cake in the shape of a log with leaves made from green frosting and mushroom-shaped meringue on top.


His mother had said, “Dennis, you’ll need to get ready for bed soon. You don’t want Santa to bypass us because you are not in your bed.”


“Santa?” his father said from his end of the table. “For God’s sake, Marian. The boy is too old to believe in Santa.”


“Zachary!” his mother gasped.


Dennis had heard this rumor at school, that Santa Claus did not exist. It sort of made sense, but he hadn’t wanted to believe it. Still, how could one guy—and a pretty old guy—travel all around the world and climb down all those chimneys in one night?


Later that evening, Dennis was wide awake. He wanted to see for himself about the Santa thing. He made his way down the hall toward the stairs. His destination was the Christmas tree in the front hall.


He heard voices and stopped short. He was outside his parent’s room. Their voices were low and he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Until his father shouted, “Marian, for the love of God, I don’t care. You’re the one who wanted children, not me. But I will not tolerate a son who is a momma’s boy and believes in Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, or the boogeyman!”


Dennis abandoned the Santa plan and retreated to his room. But he really wasn’t all that surprised at what his father had said.
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When he started high school, Dennis spent a couple of days a week after school making copies and shredding documents at his father’s law firm. Once his father’s secretary had asked him to copy some pages from a pile of books that she said were on a table in the law library and bookmarked with colored paper. Dennis found a pile of books on a table in the library and took them to the copy room. He started copying the bookmarked pages. An hour or so later, the secretary entered the room carrying a pile of books.


“Dennis, I found these in the library. The books I wanted you to copy?” she said.


He looked at her in confusion.


“Oh dear, it looks like you picked up the wrong pile.”


Naturally, his father appeared at the door at that precise moment looking for his copies.


“Of course, he picked up the wrong pile,” his father snarled. “He’s an idiot! This is not the Barnum and Bailey law firm, Dennis! Make the copies I need and do it now!”


The secretary added her two cents by saying, “I did say colored paper, Dennis.” She nodded to the books in her arms, which were bookmarked with yellow strips of paper. The books Dennis had been copying had white strips of paper.


Sometimes, if Dennis didn’t have school, his father insisted he come to court to watch him litigate. His father worked for an insurance defense firm, and the cases were pretty dry, involving defective construction of buildings and endless testimony from expert witnesses. But his father thought Dennis would learn something by observing.
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When Dennis was seventeen, he was watching television one night when his parents were out. He was rarely allowed to watch TV, and as soon as he saw the car pull away, he crept into his father’s study. He had a good sightline on the driveway out the window. He positioned his father’s desk chair such that if he saw headlights, he could quickly shut off the TV and escape undetected.


He turned the dial and settled on an image of a fighter jet flying over a deep blue stretch of ocean. Next were images of men running through an obstacle course in the mud. Then there were men in military dress uniforms shouldering rifles in sync.


“The few. The proud. The marines,” said a voice-over.


The commercial stuck with him. He’d been a scrawny kid all his life, but that summer he’d started lifting weights in the gym at his father’s country club after his shifts as a caddy. He’d grown a few inches taller and had gained more than a few inches on his frame. His clothes no longer fit, and his mother had to take him shopping for new ones and order larger school uniforms.


His mind kept returning to the TV ad. The idea of training hard and seeing other places appealed to him. He had recently found out that he had an aptitude for fixing engines. Earlier in the summer, a golf cart had broken down, and Dennis had looked under its hood and was able to identify a loose cable. The golfers had gone on and on about how he’d saved the day. They must have told Dennis’s boss because he was trained to be a golf cart mechanic shortly thereafter. Maybe he could be a mechanic in the marines.


But even though he was now bigger than his father, he had to work up the courage to broach this career idea.
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On the first day of his senior year of high school, Dennis dressed in his new uniform and went downstairs. His father was already seated in the dining room, hidden behind the newspaper. His mother appeared from the kitchen with Dennis’s breakfast and placed a sheet of paper next to his plate. It was titled “Acceptable schools to apply to.” On the typed list were Yale, Stanford, Cornell, and Princeton. His father had gone to Stanford, then to UC Berkeley’s Boalt Hall for law school.


He sat down, and his father lowered the paper an inch and said, “Son.”


“Good morning, sir. Thanks, Mom,” he said, indicating his plate. His mother smiled and sat down at her place at the table. Dennis didn’t start eating; he had no appetite. It was now or never.


Dennis cleared his throat and said, “Sir, if you have a minute.”


His father set the paper down and narrowed his eyes at Dennis. After a few seconds had passed, he said, “Well?”


Dennis cleared his throat again. “I’ve been thinking I might want to postpone college and join the military.”


“The military,” his dad said flatly.


“Yeah, maybe the marines or—”


“Marian!” his father said nastily, his eyes boring into Dennis. “Did you hear that? Dennis has just informed us that he would like to become a marine instead of going to college. Isn’t that nice?”


“Now, Dennis. We’ve already decided that you’re going to college,” his mother said, pointing to the list. “Then law school. Then you’ll join your father’s firm,” she said in her and that’s that voice. She turned to her husband. “Isn’t that right, Zachary? Isn’t that what we decided?”


“It’s what you decided,” Dennis muttered. “No one asked me what I wanted.”


His father leaned toward him and said, “What did you just say?”


“Nothing.”


“Goddammit!” His father pounded his fist. Cups rattled and coffee spilled onto the table. “You will repeat what you just said.”


“Just that you decided I would go to college. No one asked me what I wanted.” Dennis really wished he hadn’t brought this up.


“No one cares what you want. That’s why no one asked,” his father sneered. Coffee ran off the table onto the floor. “This conversation, engaging as it has been, is over,” his father said, and disappeared behind his paper.


Dennis opened his mouth, but his mother shook her head and hissed, “Don’t upset your father.”


She quickly got busy cleaning up the spilled coffee.


Dennis sat silently in his seat. It occurred to him that he would make a terrible lawyer if he couldn’t even argue a case with his parents.
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On the drive to school, his mother never took her eyes off the road. There was no chitchat. No radio. Dennis wanted to ask her to drop him a couple of blocks from the school, but he knew that wouldn’t go over well. Most of his classmates—hell, even the juniors—drove their own cars to school. He was the only senior driven to school by his mother, he was sure of it.


She swung into the circular drive at the front of the school, and he bolted out of the car. As he passed by the tight knots of students, he braced himself for their whispering: “dork” or “freak.” But it was different today. They were looking at him as if they hadn’t seen him before. He heard someone say, “Look, a new kid.” Someone else said, “Is that Dennis?”


During first period, he noticed some of the girls glancing at him. This was new. He was usually invisible to them.


As he walked through the halls to his first class, he passed a couple of the guys who smoked out back during lunch and usually had something obnoxious to say when he walked by. One of them was now gaping at him. Dennis, suddenly emboldened by the realization that he towered over the guy, walked up to him and said, “What?”


The guy—Greg, or Gary, or whatever—took a step back and showed Dennis his palms. “Nothin’, man. It’s cool.” Dennis gave him a hard stare, along with each of the three boys with him in turn. He felt something shift deep down in him.


“Oh yeah? Is it cool?” he growled.


They all nodded and smiled. Dennis turned and continued down the hall. What had gotten into him? Where did that come from? He didn’t know, but for the first time, he felt his power.
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During lunch break, he sat outside on a bench reading for his history class. It was warm and sunny, so he shed his blazer, loosened his tie and collar, and rolled up his sleeves. A shadow fell over him. He looked up and saw one of the guys from the hallway earlier.


“Hey, man,” the guy said.


Dennis leveled him with what he hoped was an intimidating stare.


“Yeah, so, it’s me, Greg. You know me, right?”


“What do you want?”


“So just thinking maybe you want a smoke?” Greg said, tipping his head toward the back of the gym.


Dennis closed his book and stood up. Greg took a step back, which Dennis liked.


“Sure, I’ll smoke,” he finally said.


They walked around the side of the school where five or so guys were passing a joint around. Dennis had never smoked pot before. He wasn’t sure how. He tried to watch the other guys without looking like he was, and he half closed his eyes as he studied them. When the joint came to him, he inhaled and started to cough.


“Good shit, right?” one of the other guys said, nodding and smiling.


“Yup,” Dennis wheezed, trying to get himself under control.
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Dennis managed to get high every day at school without letting it affect his grades. He sort of had friends now, for the first time ever. He still didn’t talk much, not having much to say. But as his last year of high school progressed, he started lying to his parents. He said he was studying at the library when he was at a party in someone’s backyard or working out at the gym. Girls continued to notice him, but he didn’t know how to react to that. One of them asked him to a school dance, but he said he couldn’t make it. The fact that he didn’t talk much, along with his ice-blue eyes, imposing build, and unavailability, resulted in a sort of mystique. Who was Dennis Griffin? All the girls were talking about him and how to get his attention. It was as if all those years of being an outcast had never happened.


By the time he graduated, spent a summer caddying and fixing golf carts, and packed up for the dorms at Stanford, he had grown fully into his new persona. During his first week on campus, a tall guy approached him and asked him if he had ever rowed. A week later he walked onto the Stanford men’s crew team.












CHAPTER THREE






Brenna was running very late. Her schedule was tight; she had only an hour between the end of crew practice and her first class. Most days, she didn’t have time to shower or change before class and barely had time to throw down some food and coffee.


She was on the rowing team at Stanford as the coxswain for the men’s varsity crew. At five feet three inches, with an extensive knowledge of rowing and a low, confident voice, she was well suited to the job. All the men in her crew were more than a foot taller than she, but when she commanded them to stop the boat, saying “weigh enough, check it down!” they dug in their oar blades.


The stroke, whom all the other rowers followed, and whom Brenna sat facing in the boat, was an intense guy named Dennis, who had ice-blue eyes and a strange mix of arrogance and insecurity. She had first seen him at the freshmen crew meeting. He’d been across the room from her. The meeting was in a gym, and he was seated on a weight bench. Brenna was the only woman in the room, and most of the guys were chatting and horsing around. Dennis, however, was doing neither of those things. He had on a sweatshirt with the hood up and had his hands in his pockets. His long legs were stretched out in front of him. Even with his hood on, Brenna saw a strong jaw and the intensity of his eyes—eyes that settled on her for a moment and sent what felt like a jolt of electricity through her. She quickly looked away, unsettled. What was that? It was like they’d made a connection, just by looking at each other. She had never felt anything like that before.


The coaching staff entered the gym, and everyone settled down. The head coach introduced himself and his assistant coaches and began talking about the sport of rowing. Brenna tried to pay attention, but she kept stealing glances at Dennis. Even seated, he looked big and powerful. He both scared and fascinated her.


“For those who don’t know,” the coach said, “We’ll be rowing in eight-man boats. We’ll field three eights. The fastest eight men will make up the top boat and enter races. The other two boats will not race. You will all have a chance, every week, to make the top eight.


“Our race seasons are spring and fall. We race 2,000-meter sprints in spring and 5,000-meter head races in the fall.”


Brenna thought Dennis looked bored, but it was almost as if she could read his thoughts. Like she knew he was bored. She tried focusing on the coach again.


“Eights are rowed by four port rowers and four starboard rowers. From the stern end of the boat, we have the coxswain, stroke, seven-seat, six-seat, five-seat, and so on, down to the one-seat, which is called the bow-seat.


“The coxswains—we have three here: Brenna, Charlie, and Steve—are the only ones facing forward so they steer the boat, call the commands like when to start and stop rowing, when to power up on starboard or port, and when to hit the brakes. You will all become familiar with the commands. And you will follow them exactly. Okay, any questions so far?”


Dennis raised a hand and said, “I’d like to be the stroke, sir.”


“Not really a question, but noted,” the coach said.
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“Something’s off on the starboard side,” Dennis said, shaking his head. His voice was deep, gravelly. “I can feel it.”


Brenna honed in on the starboard rowers until she identified the problematic oarsman.


“Your blade’s coming out early, Brian. Fix your timing.”


After a few strokes, Dennis nodded. “Better.”


At those moments, when Dennis was pleased with her, Brenna would feel as though everything was right in the world. The guy had an effect on her like nothing she’d experienced. She started to realize that she was attracted to him. But it was more than that. It was as if he were a magnet, pulling her in, and she was powerless to stop it.


On other days, Dennis seemed to blame himself for problems in the boat. They’d be stopped for a short rest, and he’d lament, “It’s me. I’m off today.”


He’d smile in a self-effacing way that Brenna rarely saw, and she’d be sucked into his orbit all the more. Sitting in the stern with him, it was as if they were in their own little universe.


Dennis never blamed her for anything, though, even jokingly. Unlike some of the other guys, Dennis treated her respectfully—professionally, even. A few of the rowers cajoled her and teased her, saying if she would steer better, they would row better. They called her Short Stack and asked her how the hell she could see where she was going with all of their fat heads in the way and mussed her hair when they walked by.


The varsity eight was preparing to race in San Diego in a couple of months and had two-a-day water practices, along with extra land workouts. The varsity eight spent a lot of time together. Brenna loved it. Her experience rowing in the single served her well as a coxswain. From her first outing with a freshman crew of mostly brand-new rowers—except for a Canadian named Peter who’d rowed in high school—she handled the unsteady boat with skill and authority, and she knew she’d found her calling. A few of the guys Brenna had coxed in the freshman eight, including Peter and Dennis, were selected for the varsity eight the following year, as was she.


When she wasn’t occupied with crew, she studied communications.
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Brenna was in the library when she felt eyes on her. She looked up, and Dennis was standing across the room staring at her with such fierceness that she gasped a little. Recovering, she lifted a hand in greeting. After smoothing his shirt with his hands, he approached her table.


“Hey,” he said, “May I sit?” He indicated the chair across from her.


She nodded and indicated the chair right back at him.


He folded his long frame into the chair. “What are you reading?”


“An article for a paper. ‘Legal issues in journalism.’” She realized that she had never had a conversation with him on a topic other than rowing.


He nodded and pointed at himself. “Political science. Supposed to go to law school.”


Brenna was seldom at a loss for words and was generally comfortable around everyone, but Dennis unnerved her, to say the least. He had on a white USRowing T-shirt and his muscular shoulders were evident underneath. There was something not . . . safe—that was the only word she could conjure—about him.


“So, where are you from?” she asked.


“L.A. You?”


“San Francisco. City by the Bay . . .,” she trailed off. What was it with this guy? He wasn’t even her type. She normally didn’t go for the moody bad boys. She had started dating the Canadian named Peter, who rowed in the two-seat and was the best of them technically. But they were trying to keep that on the down-low.


“My dad owns the San Francisco Tribune. I’m supposed to take it over someday,” she blurted out.


“Wow. Really?” He shook his head. She wasn’t sure how to take that.


“What? You look so surprised. Is it because I’m a girl and girls don’t take over businesses?” She heard the defensiveness in her voice overlaying the nervousness.


“No, no, it’s not that. I’m supposed to join my father’s law firm. Eventually. It’s just interesting that we are on similar paths that way.”


“Oh. Sorry. Guess I assumed a lot just now.” She laughed awkwardly.


“Yup,” Dennis replied. They sat silently for a couple of seconds, until he said, “So, would you want to go out sometime?”


She had not expected that. “Oh! Well. I’m kinda seeing someone. But, I mean, it’s not serious. I mean, I guess I could . . .,” she trailed off in midstammer.


“Well, give me a call.” He slid a piece of paper across the table, stood up, and walked out.
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At practice that afternoon, the team was on land. Brenna felt a mix of relief and regret that she wasn’t sitting in the stern of the boat with Dennis. Thoughts swirled in her head. Why was she thinking about him this way? Why had he asked her out? She knew she should just tell him she couldn’t date him. But, at the same time, she kind of wanted to.


He didn’t pay any attention to her that afternoon. He slogged his way through the workout with everyone else, which they were doing on the indoor rowing machines called ergometers, or “ergs.” Brenna and the other coxswains circulated among the rowers, calling attention to technical changes they needed to make or lapses in power. The coaches watched too, with their clipboards, making notes.


Dennis had the fastest times among the crew on the ergs. Peter was a couple of inches shorter than Dennis and did not have as much power, but his technique made him almost as fast. Peter was waiting outside the gym for her after practice. It was dark, and he stood in the shadows so the other guys wouldn’t see him. It had become their usual routine.


Peter was one of the guys who teased Brenna the most, saying that he loved it when she yelled at him in the boat, and when he asked her to a movie, she wasn’t the least bit surprised. But it wasn’t a serious relationship. They had an easy and casual way of being together. Like this evening, they met some of his non-rowing friends from his classes at a pub, drank a couple of pints, then, citing early practice in the morning, they called it a night.


When Brenna got back to her dorm, she pulled the piece of paper with Dennis’s phone number from her pocket. She looked at it for a long time, then walked down the hall to the pay phone.












CHAPTER FOUR






When Dennis returned to his dorm room that evening, he found a note taped to his door saying that Brenna had called. He snatched it up and headed for the pay phone.


When he got her on the phone, he wasn’t sure what to say. “Hey, Brenna. It’s Dennis calling you back.”


“Oh, hey, thanks for calling me back,” she said, sounding as awkward as he felt. “So, yeah, I was just calling about what you asked about in the library? Going out?”


“Okay.”


“Yeah, so I appreciate you asking me, but, as I said, I’m kinda seeing someone, so I probably shouldn’t—”


“Peter. Right.”


“You know about that?”


“I’ve seen you leave practice together. Put two and two together.”


“Huh,” she said. “Do the other guys know?”


“Don’t know.”


“I mean, did you tell anyone what you saw?”


“Nope.”


“We’re kinda trying to keep it a secret. I mean, we’re not serious or anything, but . . .,” she trailed off.


Not serious, he thought. But she was turning him down.


[image: ]


Dennis sat slumped in the six-seat watching dolphins at SeaWorld propelling themselves into the air. He replayed his conversation with his coach (again).


You do fine at stroke, Dennis, but I need you more in the engine room. You’re my strongest guy. Peter’s rhythm is a little steadier than yours and easier for the guys to follow. Coach had blathered on about how every seat in the boat was equally important, that all eight rowers had a role in moving the boat. Dennis wasn’t buying it. The stroke was the most important rower, no question about it.


After Coach had broken the news to Dennis, he’d left the coach’s office, walked down the hallway, and punched a hole in the wall. He stomped out of the boathouse, fully expecting to get a call from Coach telling him he was off the team.


But the next day, when he returned to the boathouse, he saw that someone had tacked a poster up over the hole.


An official called their race to the line, and Dennis tried to focus. The San Diego Crew Classic was a big deal, the first race of the spring season, the race they’d been preparing for. It was two thousand meters of all-out pain. The start line was just north of SeaWorld. It was hard not to watch the dolphins sail by while waiting for the other crews to align.


Dennis should be stroking this boat. There was no way they were going to do well with Peter setting the pace. Peter wasn’t aggressive enough. He was too nice. Dennis wondered (again) if Brenna had talked to Coach and if that was why Peter had replaced Dennis. Maybe he’d made her too uncomfortable when he’d asked her out. He leaned to the port side to look at her. She had her game face on. Her dark hair was pulled back into a long braid, and her slim frame fit comfortably in the coxswain’s seat.


A dolphin arced above her head, and the race starter said, “Attention, go!”


They did much better than Dennis predicted, coming in third. Dennis grudgingly admitted that Peter had done a pretty good job, keeping his stroke long, holding a steady cadence, then hitting the gas when Brenna commanded it. After they landed their boat just offshore, the crowd on the beach was cheering at one team or another, and Dennis watched as Peter picked Brenna up to carry her to the beach so she wouldn’t get her feet wet. The winning boat tossed their shrieking coxswain into the water. Once the Stanford boat was washed off, derigged, and put on the trailer for transport back to campus, Dennis walked back toward the hotel, working himself into a foul mood. By the time he unlocked the door to his room, he’d convinced himself that they’d have won if he’d been stroking.


That evening, the Stanford crew team took cabs to the Old Town section of San Diego for dinner and a celebration. Beers were moderately consumed during the meal, after which Coach gave a speech to his V-8 crew about a job well done, proud of them all, blah blah blah. When Coach left to go back to the hotel, the tequila shots commenced.


Before too long, the gathering had gotten raucous and some of the guys, including Peter, were pretty drunk. Peter and the three-seat wound up standing on the table singing “We Are the Champions” until the bartender put a stop to it and suggested it was time for bed. The seven- and bow-seats got Peter into a cab, and the rest of them trickled out. Dennis ended up in a taxi with Joe, the five-seat, and Brenna. Joe opened the window and kept yelling “Whoooo!”


In the lobby, Joe pulled both Dennis and Brenna into a hug. “Love you guys!” he said. While Joe hugged them and smashed Brenna and him together, a current of energy charged through Dennis, almost leaving him breathless.


As he watched Joe lurch toward the elevator, Dennis said, “Think I’m going to take a walk.” He turned to Brenna. “You’re welcome to join.”


She looked dazed. “Uh, sure. Okay.”


They headed out along a path to the beach, in silence. Mission Bay sat flat and calm beneath a sliver of moon.


“Nice job today,” Dennis said, finally.


“You too.”


“Your boyfriend did a decent job too.”


Brenna smiled a little. “Yeah, he did. I know you wanted to stroke the boat, but I see why Coach put you in six. The boat had a lot more power than when Rich was there.”


Dennis nodded. “Yeah, I guess.”


They came to a beach log and Dennis sat down. Brenna sat too. They looked at the water. The bus would pick them up in the morning to transport them back to Stanford. Then, back to the grind to get ready for the Pac-10 Championships.


“So, you didn’t ask Coach to switch Peter into the stroke seat?” Dennis said.


“No, of course not! Why would I do that?”


Dennis shrugged.


“You really think I would do something like that? I know how much you wanted it—and so does the wall in the boathouse.”


Dennis looked at her. “So, you heard about that, huh.”


“Yeah. Everyone did. But luckily, some incredibly smart and quick-thinking person covered it up before the coaches saw it,” Brenna said, looking down at her feet and smiling.


Dennis glanced at her sideways. “Well, thanks to that smart and quick-thinking person.”


They sat in silence for a few minutes, and Dennis could feel the energy building between them.


Finally, Brenna sighed and said, “Well, guess I’ll head back.” She made no move to stand up and turned her head to look at him. Dennis suddenly, surprising them both, leaned toward her and kissed her. She didn’t resist. She kissed him back. They clawed at each other and fell together onto the sand. Soon they started to fumble with each other’s clothes, not caring if anyone came along to see them.


“You sure?” Dennis breathed into her ear.


“No,” Brenna said, and kissed him hard.
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