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      For all the butch bartenders

      Thanks for taking care of us

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Also by Anita Kelly

      

      
        About Anita Kelly

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          JUNE

        

      

    

    
      Miracles, as a whole, had never had much luck in finding me.

      But tonight, when I walked into a jam-packed Moonlight Café and found my seat open—

      Well, all right. Maybe it was only a small miracle. But damn, I’d take it.

      The Moonlight Café, or Moonie’s, as it was known to us regulars, was often hit or miss in terms of crowd size. It was a dive on the north edge of the city, a funny joint out in the middle of nowhere. The queers liked it here. And queers were flighty. Some nights it was fully alive: drunken, frenetic bodies crammed onto the dance floor. Folks with far more energy than me singing their hearts out, for better or worse, to karaoke.

      Some nights, it was half dead.

      I liked it either way. Because Mal was always here.

      Tonight, though, was Saturday night during Pride. And Moonie’s was guaranteed to be packed to its rainbow-glittered gills at Pride.

      Yet, even knowing this full well, I had left my house later than intended, changing my outfit three times like a damn teenager. Like it mattered what I wore. All my outfits looked the same anyway, and Mal didn’t seem like the type of woman who cared about whether the flannel I wore was maroon or forest green.

      But even though I showed up late, even though Moonie’s was already pulsing with a live-wire energy by the time I arrived, my favorite seat—at the far end of the bar, close to the door, where I had the best view of the room, where I could watch what was happening on the dance floor and watch Mal at the same time—was empty amidst the crush of people waiting at the bar for their drinks. Like it was waiting for me, a beacon in the gay desert.

      I sunk onto its cracked leather like a stone.

      Guess I’d have to go through with it, then. Or, you know. The universe would be mad at me. Or whatever.

      Or I’d simply have to go on for the next 365 days again, knowing I was a coward.

      Only a second after I made myself comfortable in my possibly-miraculous seat, Mal turned toward the door from where she stood at the till and caught my eye. The left corner of her mouth tilted up the tiniest fraction, barely noticeable, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening for a blink.

      Mal was a formidable woman. Her blonde hair, streaked through more and more with silver-grey each time I saw her, was almost entirely buzzcut, and I had never seen her wear anything other than black, with the occasional exception of a dark-washed, boot cut pair of jeans. Her eyes were steel, both in their arresting icy-blue color and the way she used them—like lasers, ready to cut down anyone who dared come at her with even a hint of bullshit.

      Even when the bar was busy, like it was tonight, even when I knew we wouldn’t get many opportunities to talk, it was still always worth it to come to Moonie’s whenever I was home, if only for the opportunity to watch all the patrons approach this bar and quake in their boots at the sight of her.

      Nothing in the world turned me on more.

      Except when she looked at me and gave me that mouth tilt.

      Because Mal didn’t smile. I had only ever seen her move her lips that way for me.

      It was possible, of course, that there were other women she tilted her mouth for, on the countless nights and weeks when I was on the road and someone else occupied this seat. But I didn’t like to think about that. My life was one of small, simple pleasures, and pretending Mal Edwards looked forward to the nights I showed up at Moonie’s as much as I did was the most shining of them all.

      “Hey.” Mal rapped her knuckles on the bar in front of me, same way she always did. Her voice was low, a rumble of decadence that rang through the high-pitched excitement of the room, that pitched straight to my gut. “Good to see you.”

      “Likewise. Happy Pride.”

      Mal snorted.

      “Your usual?”

      “Yeah.” Unconsciously, I shoved my thick glasses up my nose. Which I tended to do when I was nervous. Dammit. “Burnside. Thanks.”

      I always nursed a whiskey, neat, when I came to Moonie’s. At other bars I stopped at on the road, I usually just got a beer, but at Moonie’s, with Mal, I wanted a slow burn, something to hold on to, to keep my stomach warm. I switched up which brand of whiskey I got sometimes, which was why tonight I wanted Burnside, something local. Something to ground me here, to this town, where I only spent half my time but which still felt like home anyway, by now.

      Mal slid the glass tumbler across the smudged countertop.

      I reached out. Our fingers brushed for a moment—the tip of my forefinger against the side of her thumb—before she withdrew, wiping a rag resting in her other hand across the counter.

      This was another thing I thought she only did with me. Left her hand on the glass a little too long. In my mind, Mal would never willingly touch anyone she didn’t want to touch.

      It was only half a second, a few times a night when I was here, when she brought me another, when she brought me the glass of ice water she always had on hand after the second one. But for those combined seconds, Mal chose to touch me. Or I chose to touch her, and she let me. Either way, it felt like a gift. A moment of softness between us, two not very outwardly soft people. A zap of electricity that got through, short but shocking, like the moment your lungs seized in a gasp. And by the time you exhaled, you couldn’t even quite remember if it had actually happened.

      “Back in a bit.” Mal motioned with her head toward the crowd still clogging the bar. I nodded, brought the tumbler of whiskey to my lips as she turned away. Felt the amber liquid as it slid down my throat, biting and cool. Waited for it to do its magic. Tried to convince myself my hand wasn’t shaking, just the tiniest bit.

      I was too old for this shit.

      I didn’t want to be nervous around Mal Edwards. Worrying about my outfit, unable to control my body. Christ. This was all a horrible idea.

      There was no reason to ruin this easy thing we had between us. How many years had I been coming here at this point? Enough to make this shabby little bar feel like comfort: consistent, reliable. Important, in its own strange way. There was no reason to muck it all up now.

      Except.

      Fucking signs.

      Like my seat being open tonight.

      Like my damn GP a month ago, when my fiftieth birthday rolled around and inspired me to schedule an exam. The way she’d raised a careful, beautifully sculpted eyebrow and told me my body couldn’t take my lifestyle much longer. Like I didn’t already know my body was falling apart. Had been for years.

      I had considered switching from long-haul to regional trucking enough times. Even local. Every over-the-road trucker did. Practically everyone I knew had told me enough times to switch. But I’d tried regional once, five years ago, and spending all my time on the same godforsaken stretches of I-5 over and over made me feel trapped. Underwater. The exact feeling I came to this career to escape.

      Anyway, I knew plenty of truckers who’d been driving OTR far past fifty.

      The number had been haunting me anyway. Fifty.

      It was just a number. Meaningless. I knew that.

      But it kept whispering its existence in my ear, intrusive and irritating, nonetheless.

      Apparently the simple fact of being alive for a half century made a person introspective.

      Made me think seriously about what I wanted to do with my second half century, while I had it.

      A nervous throat clear jolted me out of my thoughts.

      “Gin and tonic, please.” I turned to look closer at the scruffy-looking white kid who had squeezed in beside me. Who definitely wasn’t a kid, but Mal always called her regulars kids, and it rubbed off on me.

      “I like your skirt,” I said to them when Mal, who had drifted her way back toward this end of the bar, turned to make their drink.

      “Oh!” They jumped slightly, as if surprised I’d talked to them, and looked down at said skirt. They wore a plain black t-shirt, but the skirt was patterned with what appeared to be the New York City subway system, colorful curves and right angles against a white background. With a shy grin, they said, “My partner made it for me.”

      Mal returned with their drink then, pushed it across the counter quick and smooth. Without even a single chance for finger touches.

      “Happy Pride,” Subway Skirt said to me, another small smile gracing their face, before giving an adorable little wave and heading back to their table.

      Mal leaned back against my section of countertop, crossing her arms, that secret mouth tilt live on her face again.

      “I scare the shit out of that one,” she said.

      I smirked, picking up my whiskey once more. Mal always loved the regulars who were afraid of her the most. It was almost funny to me, how no one else could tell she was all growl and no bite. Or, okay, perhaps more accurately: mostly growl, little bit of bite. Or, all right, if you were an asshole…all bite. Anyway, what mattered, what I could see, was that for the good ones, behind that icy gaze and her hard edges, Mal was, in fact, nothing but soft.

      Watching her track her regulars now, always scanning the room to make sure everyone was good, made my chest swell with familiarity and want. Reminded me why trying to shoot my shot tonight could be worth it.

      Because when I was honest with myself, all I had ever wanted, since the first time I walked into this place, was to be hard and soft with Mal Edwards.

      “Their girl has a hell of a set of lungs on her, though.” Mal motioned with her chin, and I turned to finish watching Subway Skirt make their way through the room. They sat next to a big girl with blonde hair tied in a high knot, in the middle of a full, rambunctious table right next to the dance floor. She wore a form-fitting, low-cut white dress patterned with cherries, and turned to smile at Subway Skirt as they slid into their seat.

      “Oh yeah, that one.” My nerves started to settle, somehow, when I recognized her. My back slouched, the tension in my shoulders easing. “She sung anything yet?”

      This was what we did, me and Mal. I filled her in about my favorite stops on the road since the last time we saw each other. She filled me in on her regulars.

      It might have seemed like surface level stuff. But sometimes, it didn’t feel that way. The road was what filled most of my days. Mal’s regulars filled hers.

      Sometimes, it felt like this woman who I only saw once a month knew me better than anyone.

      And like maybe I knew her, too.

      “Not yet.” She jutted her chin again, toward the back corner behind me this time. “The best act you’ve missed so far is that broad back there. Did ‘All Along the Watchtower.’ One of the best things I’ve ever seen.”

      I shifted on my stool, twisted my neck to see a large, bald Black woman in a thin tank top drinking a beer at the table along the wall. I released a low whistle, turning back toward Mal.

      “No shit.”

      “Spectacular,” Mal confirmed, deadpan. “Anyway,” she knocked her knuckles on the counter again. “Best taco.”

      I spun my tumbler of whiskey between my hands, a slow rotation right, left, while I attempted to hide a smile.

      “Tiny truck next to a gas station in Reno. Didn’t have a name.”

      Mal nodded. “Those are always the best ones.”

      I took a picture for you, I thought.

      I always took a picture, these days. To remember, for my next trip to Moonie’s. For the next time I got to play this game with Mal. Best taco. Best truck stop. Best night’s sleep. Best breakfast. Best scenic viewpoint.

      Just as I couldn’t remember exactly how long it had been since I’d started coming to Moonie’s for the simple act of pining over Mal, I couldn’t remember how long it’d been since I’d started taking pictures for her. Marking things down, making little lists in this journal I’d bought one day at a Flying J in Missoula. Preparing for the superlatives she’d ask me about next time I saw her.

      “Carnitas?” she asked.

      “Always carnitas,” I answered.

      I wondered sometimes if she knew. How much better the game had made my life on the road. How it made me more observant, more on the lookout for new things. More willing to veer off the interstate, find hidden gems where a rig like mine typically didn’t go. Because it was hard to fit my rig most places, and because the suits would have my ass if they knew I was wasting miles trying to find the best plate of pasta in Tulsa for Mal Edwards.

      But I was good at my shit. Had been a loyal employee for decades. And every company in the nation was desperate for drivers these days. The suits could handle a few out of the way routes every now and then. To find the best hash browns in the Twin Cities. To take another picture. Add to another list.

      I didn’t pull out my phone to show Mal the photo of the taco truck outside Reno, though. Because she was still busy tonight, even if she was making time to start the game, and anyway, it was embarrassing. I’d only shown her the photos once. A year ago, during last Pride. When Mal had actually had ample backup. Time to talk more. When I’d had a dangerous third whiskey.

      When it had seemed like something shifted. When we’d talked about more than her regulars, my favorite stops on I-80. It had still started with my stops, though. I’d gotten out my phone to show her the view from this truck stop in Idaho, and she’d leaned further across the counter than she ever had before, our elbows locked next to each other, my screen lighting up her face. And then I’d swiped to another photo, and another. And she’d brought out her phone, shown me some of her own photos of her life. Her sister, her cats. Her garden. It had felt…

      Well, it didn’t really matter how it’d felt. Foolish, probably. A little silly. Sharing photos on our phones like we were at camp. Showing my ass, probably, that I documented my life for her.

      And then I’d left.

      Because shortly after last call, I’d remembered I had nothing to offer her.

      “Back in a bit.” Mal glanced over her shoulder. “Get ready to tell me about the weirdest roadside attraction when I get back.”

      As she walked away, I was reminded of the problem. I’d already seen all the weird roadside attractions.

      I was on the road more often than not. Mal deserved something better than that. A partner who would actually be there.

      I had pictured it more than once. What it would be like to touch her, to hold her. To sleep at her side.

      And immediately after allowing myself the frivolous luxury of these fantasies, I would picture her getting hurt. Something happening to someone she loved.

      And I would be thousands of miles away, delivering TVs to a Costco in Culver City.

      “All right, friends and family,” the karaoke jockey, a cute little thing named Kiki, crooned into the mic. “Welcome to the stage…Preeti!”

      A woman at Subway Skirt’s table stood and made her way to the mic. She started singing “It Ain’t Over ‘til It’s Over,” and I drank more whiskey.

      All those reasons why I didn’t deserve Mal still rang true, at least as of now. Even if my body was falling apart. It wasn’t like I was planning on retiring tomorrow.

      And even when I did retire—

      Fuck, I had no idea what I would do with myself when I retired. I didn’t know how to be still, in one place, forever. I hadn’t been still for thirty years. Being in motion suited me. It healed me.

      Part of me worried that once I finally stopped, all those bandages and scar tissue that being on the road helped me build would start to unravel. Sutures coming unglued.

      And so it was possible that even when I wasn’t gone half the time, I’d have even less to offer Mal.

      Yet. Five and zero continued to haunt my brain. Dr. Singh haunted my brain. Her smart, sympathetic explanations of all the ways my back was fucked.

      Half a century gone.

      Every day since I’d walked out of that medical office, I could feel my future rolling away from my feet, curling unseen into the distance.

      In short: I was scared as shit.

      And I hated being scared.

      The only thing that scared me more than my future was finally telling Mal Edwards that I loved her. Because even though I knew it probably sounded ridiculous, I was pretty sure I did. I’d never treated love lightly—didn’t have a ton of it growing up, had never handed it out freely—but sometimes you just knew. That a person was made of the same stuff as you. That you never felt quite as at ease around anyone else. That even after knowing them for years, the first sight of their face every time you walked into The Moonlight Café still made your heart squeeze.

      Half a century gone. Might as well start with one scary as fuck thing. See how the rest went.

      Mal hadn’t brought it up, that last Pride when I’d shown her the photos and then snuck out before last call, in all the times I’d made it back to Moonie’s since then. I sure as shit didn’t, either. I’d wanted to kiss her—well, wanted to kiss her more than usual—the next time I came in last summer and she’d slid me a whiskey, asked me about the best donut I’d found since my last visit. Like everything was blessedly normal.

      But here I was again. In my favorite chair, in my favorite flannel. During another Pride. Ready to blow normal apart. If I kept my courage.

      After all. If you couldn’t tell a butch you loved her during Pride, when the hell could you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          MAL & JUNE

        

      

    

    
      “All right,” I rapped my knuckles against the bar again. Even though I’d already done that too much tonight. Shit, June was going to notice I was being weird. “Best cup of coffee.”

      Another slow smile rounded her lips—she had the gentlest smile, June Davis; it always made the left side of her glasses shift up, closer to the edges of her short dark hair—and I had to look away. She smiled like that every single time I ever asked her anything. Most people who entered this place either ignored me outright or acted like I was the Dykey Witch of the West. And I was good with that role. Had cultivated it. But for some reason, I barely had to say boo to June to make her look at me like that. Like I was very cute and had just told a very clever joke.

      It unnerved me every time.

      Over the years, though, it had also become familiar. A balm. This bar was part of my bones now, but there were nights when things still got to me. Particularly screechy karaoke singers. Particularly rude assholes who thought the world belonged to them. Who gave me attitude for not being able to serve five people at the same fucking time. The owner, Lou, being particularly more useless than usual.

      On the treasured nights when June showed up, that smile always smoothed any ragged margins. Sunk down into my chest like honey.

      “That one’s a repeat, unfortunately,” June said with a grimace, as if this would actually disappoint me. “There’s this little diner in Redding. Rosie’s. Don’t know where they get it, but they have the best damn coffee. Fairly decent pie, too.”

      “Coconut cream?” Coconut cream was June Davis’s top flavor of pie. Followed by blueberry, followed by banana cream.

      “Not this time, sadly.” June lifted her tumbler to her lips. “But an apple-raspberry that was pretty respectable.”

      Motion from the other side of the bar caught my eye.

      “Back in a bit,” I said, the sorry refrain I had to say too many times to June, often right when we were getting into something good.

      But this time, I actually didn’t mind moving away to refill vodka tonics and rosés. The more distracted I could get by my actual job, the less I’d have to think about the two tickets in my back pocket.

      Because every time I thought about those tickets, I felt like a bit of an idiot. And wanted to punch my sister.

      “So,” Britt had said during Cam’s barbecue a few weeks ago, bumping my hip too hard as she sat down at the table, like she always did when she was going to say something annoying. “Pride’s coming up soon.”

      I’d lifted a brow.

      “And? You gonna ask me to wave rainbow tassels from my tits at the parade?”

      “No, no,” she waved a hand. “You know Cam and I do that without you. I was just thinking,” she took a slug from her beer, “about what you should do if June Davis shows up.”

      I scowled. Fuck me for telling Britt about June and last Pride. How I had finally been ready to jump into June’s lap and do whatever the hell she wanted. Until I’d turned and she’d been gone.

      “Serve her a whiskey and finish my shift without wanting to strangle anyone with a rainbow Bud Light banner?”

      Britt just looked at me and sighed. I pointedly looked away, over Cam’s tangled backyard.

      “It’s been almost five years since Olivia left.”

      I’d looked at her then.

      “What the fuck, Britt.”

      I was aware how many years it had been since Olivia left. But you know what, it really didn’t matter how long it had been since Olivia left. Because I had been fine. Olivia leaving had taught me some shit, and then I’d gotten over it. What I didn’t understand was why Britt was bringing her up now.

      She stared back, irritatingly uncowed by my fuck-you stare.

      “I’m just saying, Mal. In those five years, the only other woman I’ve heard you talk about is June Davis.”

      I rolled my eyes, turning away again.

      “June’s just a regular.”

      Except it felt like a betrayal when I said it. The just. The just was dishonest, and I didn’t consider myself a dishonest person. So I amended it immediately.

      “My favorite regular, yeah. But still a customer.”

      I’d been tending bar for near twenty years now. My body was pretty well broken from it at this point—apparently spending most of my life on my feet wasn’t great for me—but I was good at it, and I followed the rules. Such as: don’t fuck your customers.

      Because then they came back. Expected more. And it wasn’t like Moonie’s had security. I was the security, basically. And Lou probably wouldn’t see me having fucked someone and it being awkward now as a good enough reason to bounce them. If some woman came back looking for me, I was trapped behind that bar until she decided to leave.

      A nightmare, essentially. The truth was, I rarely had the desire to fuck anyone anyway, but still. It was a mistake I’d only made twice, and not since my early thirties.

      Except I had a feeling if I fucked June—or expressed a desire to do so, and she didn’t return the feelings—she simply wouldn’t come back at all.

      I told Britt pretty much everything, but I didn’t want to tell her what that thought did to me.

      Britt, though, probably already knew. The hag.

      She shoved my knee with her own.

      “Mal,” she said, quiet. “Your whole body relaxes when you talk about her. I’ve never even met her, but I’m half in love with June Davis just from the way you say her name.”

      Why did I even talk about June with Britt? How humiliating.

      “She spends a lot of time on the road,” I said. Even though I knew saying such a thing was admitting defeat to Britt. And even though I didn’t care that June spent a lot of time on the road. The road was part of who June was. How could I hate it?

      “I’m just saying,” she said after a long minute of silence, wherein I made a determined plan with myself to never mention June to Britt again, “Pride feels like a good time to be brave.”

      And then she’d gotten up and left the table. I had dearly wanted to follow her and pummel her into the grass, but my knees hurt and it felt like too much effort at the time.

      Brave.

      Fuck my sister for implying I wasn’t brave. Just as Olivia had implied. I knew Britt would never mean to hurt me the same way Olivia had hurt me—Britt had made her feelings about Olivia well known from the start—but damn if it didn’t still hurt anyway.

      I’d found the tickets online that night, after the barbecue. Hadn’t gone out looking for them, but the ad had shown up in my email, and something in my brain had followed through without thinking about it too hard.

      Although I’d spent the three weeks since then thinking about it real fucking hard.

      I had paid to get the actual tickets rush delivered to me, so my grand gesture to the woman of my dreams would be more than an email confirmation. Brandi Carlile at the Gorge. I had no idea if June actually liked Brandi Carlile. She wasn’t exactly a popular karaoke choice. Every now and then a bold bitch tried to sing “The Story,” but even that was few and far between these days. So we hadn’t discussed Brandi outright before, but I’d gotten to know the general flavor of June’s tastes, after however many nights she’d sat through karaoke at Moonie’s with me, and it felt right. Hell, even if I didn’t know a thing about June’s tastes, she was a dyke of a certain age. She was bound to like Brandi Carlile.

      And there was nowhere better to see a show than at the Gorge. I’d only been there a handful of times, but I’d spent near every minute since clicking Purchase Tickets thinking about going there with June. Driving along the Columbia, crossing up into Washington once the land turned dry. Driving through all those high, sweeping golden hills that made my stomach jump into my chest a little, even though they were probably nothing to June after all the roads she’d driven. Finally arriving at the venue, in the middle of fucking nowhere. Staking out a spot in the grass. Watching the sun bleed over the canyon, the stars appear over the stage. Feeling small and big out there all at once, amongst the music and the open sky.

      We’d get a hotel in Ellensburg. Pack snacks for the road.

      It was a bit much, perhaps, for a first date.

      But after years of only seeing June inside this dark bar, stealing brief moments with her between refilling beers and shitty well drinks, an epic first date felt earned.

      And I wanted to know. We already had hanging out at a bar down pat. I wanted to know, if June said yes to spending time outside of Moonie’s with me, that she meant it. That she was as road-trip-to-the-Gorge all in as me.

      It was easier, though, to be brave in the privacy of my home.

      Back here at Moonie’s, June in her regular chair—god, it had been a pain in the fucking ass, shooing queers away from it all night until she’d finally shown up—those tickets in my pocket only made me feel like a fool. I didn’t even know how I’d bring them up.

      I was contemplating running back to the minuscule Moonie’s office and shoving the tickets back into the depths of my bag, at least get the damned things off my person—my fellow bartender tonight, Victor, was actually competent, as opposed to some of the hires Lou made these days; he could handle the bar for a minute—when I was interrupted by Cher.
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      “Hey, you.” Cher leaned across the bar and drawled to Mal in a deep timbre. Overtly, comically flirtatious. “Jack and Coke?”

      Mal stared back, face blank. After a second, she grunted and picked up a glass.

      I hid my face in my own glass, snorting down a laugh. Fuck, I loved her.

      Moonie’s was queer as shit, but normally in a quieter, weirder way. It wasn’t a drag bar. It was, on its wildest nights, a one-to-two max drag queen kind of joint. But every Pride, at least a few dressed to the nines for us, usually only stopping in for a quick song or two before they carried on to brighter, flashier locales.

      Like any self-respecting queer, I knew Mal was skeptical of Pride these days, its ever-increasing corporatization. Even though Moonie’s was draped in rainbow flags tonight, both on the bodies of the people inside it and in the banners taped around the bar, advertising Smirnoff and Modelo and Coors Light, Mal was still dressed in all black.

      I’d always had a soft spot in my heart for the weekend, though. Which was probably why I’d let myself have a third whiskey, last year. Sure, the parade wasn’t really for us anymore. But I still remembered my first Pride. A small town queer, escaping to the city in June for the visceral, visual confirmation that I wasn’t alone. It had felt revolutionary.

      I suspected even Mal felt some kind of fondness for it. I knew, for example, that she was practically co-owner of this place at this point. She had told me before how she could pretty much set her own schedule, that management relied on her stability and would give her whatever she wanted. Well, other than better health insurance.

      But still—every year. Even though she could easily get the weekend off. She was always here at Pride.

      We were old and cranky, me and Mal. But it was still nice to watch people have a chance to let loose. Exactly as you were, or maybe more accurately, as you aspired to be. A chance, if you wanted, to be a cliché.

      Like Cher, who was currently making her way to the stage, Jack and Coke in hand, to sing “If I Could Turn Back Time.”

      I propped an elbow on the bar, plopped my chin on my palm. Settled in to watch the show.

      Because damn if clichés weren’t the best, sometimes.

      “That frat bro looking kid Cher’s dancing up on right now?” Mal returned halfway through Cher’s performance, leaning her hip against the bar and tilting her head toward me while she stared at the stage. “Name’s Kai. One of my favorites since you were last here.”

      “Seems like he’s one of Cher’s favorites, too,” I observed. Not that I could blame her. The boy was handsome.

      “Yeah.” A twerk of her mouth. “The kicker, though, is that he’s with that miserable fuck over there.” She nodded her chin toward a skinny white kid in the back with a mop of curly black hair, staring at Kai and Cher with a blush and a tiny grin. “Kiki said they were all over each other in the parking lot during that massive snowstorm this winter. Too busy sucking face to notice her walking to her car.”

      “Ah, young love.” I took another sip of my whiskey. “Good for them.”

      Mal grunted and moved to take a customer’s order.

      But I was pretty sure it was a grunt of agreement.

      She was still occupied with customers when Kai was called up to the mic next, still breathless from dancing to “If I Could Turn Back Time.” A dark red smear of lipstick graced his cheek from Cher’s lips, a buoyant smile lighting up his face.

      Yeah. If I’d ever had any desire for such a thing, I’d suck his face, too.

      A second later, Moonie’s reverberated with bass.

      I laughed. The Pride vibes were really kicking in now.

      Within the first thirty seconds of Robyn’s “Dancing On My Own,” half of the bar had spilled onto the dance floor. A minute into the song, as if inspired by the energy of the crowd, Kai had pulled the skinny kid with the curly hair out of his seat. The miserable fuck, Mal had said.

      Except he didn’t look miserable now. He sort of shuffled around Kai awkwardly, but he was laughing. They weren’t dancing on their own at all. It was so sweet my teeth hurt.

      “I hate when they stand on the chairs,” Mal sighed, near once again. I followed the direction of her stare. A redheaded girl stood on a chair, whistling. “Someone’s gonna crack a skull one day.”

      With another sigh, Mal lifted the bar flap and walked through the crowd. I watched her weave between the patrons, grab the girl’s attention. The girl, of course, complied immediately, flouncing back into her chair with a blush and, I could tell from here, numerous apologies.

      When Mal caught my eye on her walk back to the bar, she rolled her own before dipping back under the partition and moving on to the next customer.

      She always had her eye on the room, Mal. Even when she was talking to me. Like how my eyes were always on the road when I was in my truck. Always on the alert for people about to make bad decisions.

      They weren’t our responsibility, the bad decision makers. But I knew me and Mal felt a need to protect them, all the same.

      The bar was packed by then, and after Robyn, Mal was kept busy for the next forty-five minutes solid. Which was all right, of course. Gave me lots of time to think. To waver back and forth, again, about my plan.

      It was probably a slightly irrational plan.

      But I didn’t want to simply ask Mal to come home with me. I’d seen enough of Mal in dark rooms. I wanted to see her, outside of this place. Wanted her to see me.

      I didn’t get lonely on the road, really. Didn’t think you could survive the lifestyle if you did. For a lot of my career, I’d brought my dog Arlo with me. But even after Arlo passed away a few years back, loneliness only caught me by the neck sometimes. After a scare—I’d had my fair share of near-accidents and full-blown-accidents at this point along the line—or at the end of a particularly long slog, when my eyes were dry and my back ached something awful. Exhaustion did funny things to the mind. I’d developed strategies to deal with my demons, but sometimes even tried and true strategies couldn’t compete with a stretch of endless asphalt in Oklahoma, when you would’ve given your left foot for a jolt of Moonie’s serotonin.

      And any time the loneliness hit me these days, the only person I really wanted to magically appear by my side in my rig was Mal.

      My plan was the coast. A drive I’d done a hundred times before, that I could handle easily in my pickup in the dark. I didn’t know how long after close Mal normally had to stay, but I figured if we got out of here by three, I could have us to Cannon Beach by four-thirty, five.

      Right on time to see the sunrise.

      No, I didn’t want to ask Mal back to my place, like it was a casual, if long awaited, hookup. I wanted to watch the sun rise on Mal Edwards’s face. That seemed like something worth being scared for.

      “All right, everyone,” Kiki yelled into the mic. “Help me welcome up Jonny!” With a wink, she added, “Y’all are gonna like this one.”

      And as with Robyn before her, a minute into Natasha Bedingfield’s “Unwritten,” near every seat in the main room was empty. Kai, his curly haired boy and their redheaded friend, twirling in a circle with her hands in the air. Lily and her partner with the subway skirt, bodies close, laughter on their lips. Cher had long departed at this point, but everyone else was there, a writhing mass on the dance floor. Like they were reaching for something in the distance, so close they could almost taste it. Something only they could let in.

      And goddamn if I didn’t get a little teary, watching all that uninhibited happiness, when that early 2000s songstress kept telling us to live our life with arms wide open. It was so silly and free. Goddamn Moonie’s at Pride.

      I would never tell a fucking soul, but I decided it for sure then. In the middle of “Unwritten.” I would ask Mal to leave with me tonight. I would drive her to the coast, if she let me. I didn’t know how much of Mal Edwards I deserved, how much she would let me have, but if she was open to it—well, I’d try. I’d try to live my life with arms wide open, with her, for this second half century of my life.

      A singer named Sophia went up next, started singing “Nights in White Satin.” Which was somehow hilarious, after “Unwritten.” Everyone returned to their seats from the dance floor real quick.

      I knew Mal would love it. She always loved the people who sang weird shit.

      And sure enough, when she approached my end of the bar halfway into the song, her mouth was doing it again. The almost-smile she only shared with me.

      “Bit of a change in tone,” she remarked, leaning her elbow on the bar and turning to watch Sophia perform.

      “A bit,” I agreed. While the bar had clearly been confused for the first three minutes of the song, a few people in the crowd were starting to stand now, whistling and yelling for her. She had been pretty lost in the music until this point, in her own world, but she smiled a bit at the whistles, blushed a bit. Took an embarrassed but happy little bow at the end before returning the mic to Kiki. Mal lifted her arms for a hearty clap. It was all pretty great. This place was pretty great. Mal was the greatest.

      “Hey,” I said, before she could get called away again. I wanted to keep her here, now that I’d made my decision, her elbow close to my arm, her not-quite smile cementing my courage. “How’s Britt been doing? With the spa expansion?”

      Mal lifted an eyebrow in surprise, something questioning entering her eyes before she smoothed her face again, replaced it with her classic impassive look.

      “Good,” she said, turning to look at the stage, see who would be called up next. “She finally got herself another assistant.”

      Mal’s sister worked for a resort outside of Sandy, up near Mount Hood. Accounting, if I remembered correctly. Mal told me all about Britt, that night last Pride, and had mentioned a couple months back how the resort was adding on a day spa. How it had almost doubled her work, without any increased wages or help from management. I had liked the way Mal looked when she’d talked about it. Like she was ready to march up the mountain and kick somebody’s ass.

      “Still deserves more money, but she’s working on that. Anyway,” Mal turned back to me, rapped her knuckles on the bar next to my empty glass, which had been empty for a while now. “Another?”

      I grinned to myself. I’d made my fair share of mistakes behind the wheel in my career, but there was one I never made, especially after what happened with my folks. I never stepped into a truck with alcohol still in my system. And while there were still a couple hours until closing time, while I had decent tolerance and would probably be safe with my second whiskey, I wasn’t taking any chances with Mal’s safety.

      “Nah.” I pushed the empty glass her way. “I’ll just take a water for now.”

      That surprise entered her eyes again, and I wanted to ask her right then. But I could see at least four customers waiting for her attention. And on the off chance she’d turn me down, I didn’t want to have to slink off in rejection early. I was enjoying myself. Wanted to stretch this night as long as possible. I’d wait until last call, until we found a quiet pocket.

      I had never been more excited to nurse a glass of ice water in my life.
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      I was going to kill Britt.

      Ice clinked against the sides of the pint glass as I filled it with water for June. My heart thudded too loudly in my head, even above all the fuzzy noise around me: the queers shouting at each other at the bar, as if they weren’t standing right fucking next to each other. The white kid at the mic, butchering some hip-hop song their friends should have advised them not to sing.

      The back of my neck felt hot as I clicked off the tap, like it always did when I was embarrassed.

      And in the back pocket of my jeans, two slips of paper burned a small, shameful hole.

      It had been a dumb idea anyway, inviting June to a concert I didn’t know if she’d even want to go to, possibly the dumbest thing I’d ever thought of in my life.

      But I’d been pumping myself up about it anyway, ever since June walked in tonight. Had almost felt ready to go for it. Especially when June had just asked that question about Britt. We’d shared lots of  snippets of ourselves over the years. Except other than last Pride, those snippets always seemed to happen on accident. When a song someone sang reminded me of some dumbass thing me and Britt had done once, and I happened to be standing next to June when the memory slipped in, and it felt right to tell her. Or when one of the questions I asked her about her time on the road hit home, elicited a brighter smile and greater detail in her response than usual.

      June remembering that Britt was overworked by the spa, asking me outright about it—maybe I’d simply read too much into it. But it had felt more direct. Like maybe we were gearing up for a repeat of last Pride. Another chance.

      Except then, half a breath later, June had made it clear she was getting ready to go. A good two hours before last call. I tried to make my face blank, my mind blank too, when she rejected her second whiskey. She always got a second whiskey. Last Pride, when she’d gotten a third, was the only time she’d ever deviated from routine. But she always got a second.

      I wasn’t sure what had gone wrong, what made tonight different, when it seemed like things were going the same as always. Wonderful, in other words. Maybe it had nothing to do with me. Maybe she’d gotten a text about a family emergency or something. Even though I knew she wasn’t in contact with her family. Because we’d learned these things, in the snippets we let ourselves share. That June didn’t talk to her family. That Britt was my best friend. That June was a transplant from Jersey, that I originally hailed from Texas. Even though it had been a while since I’d been back to my home state, and June never talked about visiting hers.

      There was plenty we didn’t share, of course. But it was still more than I knew about any of the other lonely people who trickled into this bar.

      More than I knew about most people outside this bar, too, if I let myself think on it.

      Whatever was going on with June tonight, though, the fact remained that if she couldn’t even stay until last call on Pride, then I wasn’t going to make a damn fool of myself.

      I’d probably just take the tickets home and shred them.

      No, I’d probably offer them to Britt.

      I spent the next hour busy with customers, stubbornly and perhaps childishly sticking to the opposite end of the bar from where June sat, keeping Victor as a buffer between us. And weirdly, the longer June kept sitting there, slowly sipping at her fucking water, the more irritated I became. I had never felt irritated by June Davis in my life. It was the worst.

      But what was the fucking game here? Why was she still here? Why was I so fucking annoyed that she was still here?

      Maybe I was just cranky because it was reaching the time of night when I was always cranky. I liked tending bar, I did, even if Olivia never understood—and fuck, thinking about Olivia was not something I was about to fucking do right now—but I rarely liked it once the clock creeped past one a.m. When everyone got sloppier. When I had to cut people off, which I’d already done a few times in the last hour, which was never a pleasant experience. When the karaoke singers got screechier, more full of giggles, and it all got less entertaining.

      I had just worked myself up so much about this night, thanks to fucking Britt. Had come close to something like hope when June showed up, full of her regular smiles. But I guess we’d just go back to our regular selves after tonight after all. Enjoying each other’s company for a few hours a month. Which was fine.

      After I could get the hell out of here tonight, after I’d cooled down and stopped being so fucking annoyed by June Davis sitting at my damn bar with her fucking water, it would be totally fucking fine.

      “Everyone welcome up to the mic Lily and Sam!”

      I glanced up from where I was cashing out a check. Watched Lily in that cherry dress jump up to the dance floor, the nervous kid hustling behind her. Finally, I thought. I’d missed it, I realized, Lily kicking off the night like she normally did with that Carrie Underwood song. But it’d already been packed by the time she and her whole crew came in—which had expanded since her and the nervous kid’s crew had melded together—and strangely, she hadn’t been up to the mic once, until now. Just watching her and the kid walking to the mic felt like a reprieve in the past-one a.m. hellscape.

      They grabbed their mics from Kiki, grinned at each other. And when Lily started singing about leaving her job in the city, working for the man every night and day, something in my chest lifted. Lightened. Well, damn. This was gonna be good.

      I served someone a glass of wine during the buildup, but I turned back toward the stage right after. Let Victor cover anyone else who might’ve been waiting so I could watch the transition to the fast part of Tina and Ike’s version of “Proud Mary,” where the horns come in and everything gets all hectic and great. It was everything I expected, Lily into it at this point, loud and gorgeous, wiggling those fantastic breasts all over the place. Sam mostly stood to the side and watched her with a goofy look on their face, only jumping in for a few rollin’ down the rivers, a few do-do-do-dos.

      But during that first real exuberant round of do-do-do-dos after the transition, they sidled right up next to Lily’s side. And suddenly, they were doing this dance thing together, Lily and Sam, where they swiveled their hips and their knees jumped back and forth in sync, like a pair of flapper dancers or something, all as they continued to half-sing, half-laugh into their microphones.

      They had practiced this.

      A surprised laugh escaped my lips. No one else at the bar probably heard it; it likely didn’t even make a sound, but I felt it bubble up from my lungs. Their table of friends was losing their minds. It was the most adorable thing I had ever seen.

      And for a moment, in the split second after I laughed, this sharp slash of something else whipped through me. Jealousy, maybe. Even though that didn’t feel like quite the right term. I certainly didn’t want to be up there on the stage doing a hand jive. My knees would give out anyway, if I even tried, if I even wanted to.

      It just took guts, I always thought. To be that bravely happy.

      Whatever it was, it passed after a few seconds. I went back to simply watching the show. Taking a minute, before I returned to my job, to absorb it.

      It was a nice reassurance, somehow. So what if I never asked out June Davis. I still had a roof over my head. A job where I got to watch shit like this, sometimes.

      When it was over, and Sam and Lily returned their mics to Kiki, their cheeks were red, eyes bright. Lily stood up on her toes to peck a kiss on Sam’s cheek.

      I put my fingers in my mouth and whistled.

      Lily’s eyes found mine immediately. She paused on her way back around the table to her seat. I gave her a wink. Her mouth dropped open an inch, eyes widening, before she slapped a hand over her mouth and giggled. Sam pulled her down onto their lap, and she buried her face in their neck.

      I could feel June’s eyes on me before I turned. Because—oh, what the hell. My body had somehow migrated back over to her side of the bar during “Pride Mary.” If there was one thing I always made sure I had control over, it was my body. I was apparently losing my mind.

      I didn’t want to face her. But of course I did anyway.

      And June was smiling.

      Not just her regular half-smirk, half-smile, but a full-blown thing, one that seemed to beam out of her eyes at me, behind those glasses. A completely different look, somehow, from the one I’d just shared with Lily. Complimenting Lily, making her blush, was fun. A lark.

      June’s smile said, I know you. June’s smile said, I love when you’re happy.

      And for a second, I lost myself. I almost took the concert tickets out of my back pocket and threw them at her face. I almost climbed over the grimy bar onto her lap. Almost grabbed her hand and stuck her fingers in my mouth.

      Instead, I schooled my features. Returned my butch bartender mask.

      I should have simply walked away. But instead, I heard my mouth say, “What?”

      “You whistled,” she said, voice full of a mirth that climbed down into my gut. Calcified there into a hard ball, like a tumor.

      “They deserved it,” I said, and turned to help another Moonie’s customer.

      Because that was my job. That was why I was here.

      June was no longer drinking. She didn’t need me anymore.

      I didn’t know why June came to this bar, honestly. There were other regulars who never sang, but they mostly sequestered themselves at the video poker machines in the back corner. Or they came with friends to shoot the shit and watch the performances.

      But June always came alone. Always sat right there. Doing nothing but watching the room as she nursed a whiskey. Looking gorgeous. Making me want to do ridiculous things.

      Victor gave the last call. I cashed out what felt like a million tabs.

      And June was still here.

      Ten minutes from closing time, something in me snapped. Only the most drunk queers remained, the bar emptying out by the minute. I’d have to kick out the hangers-on momentarily, but I had to deal with the most frustrating one first.

      “Why don’t you ever sing?”

      I leaned both palms on the edge of the bar, arms held straight, my gaze at her straight, too. I wanted something from her I couldn’t even quite explain, something unfair and irrational. People were allowed to come to Moonie’s for any reason they wanted.

      “Have you ever sang?” June asked back, nodding over to the stage with a slight smirk on her face. But I wasn’t here for this game. She didn’t get to know, until she answered my question first, that every now and then, me and Kiki busted out a tune after everyone else had gone home.

      “Why do you come here, June?”

      Her eyes caught mine then, the smirk dropping. Everything felt sharp between us, taut and honest.

      “I think you know the answer to that, Mal,” she said carefully. It almost made me flinch, when she said my name, just as it had felt aggressive when I’d said hers. And then: “I don’t come here for the singing.”

      We held each other’s gazes, her eyes steady behind those glasses, their thick dark frames. For a moment, the rest of Moonie’s receded into the distance, a barely-there din. And then June’s face softened, that half-grin returning to her face.

      “Although I like the singing, sometimes. Mal.” The slightest tilt of her head. “You want to get out of here with me, after you close up? I want to take you somewhere.”

      My throat closed.

      “Might take me a while to finish up,” I managed.

      “I don’t mind waiting,” she said, smooth, unbothered. From the corner of my eye, I saw Victor walking around to tables, encouraging people to close their tabs. I couldn’t move, my locked arms frozen to the bar. “Do you have to work tomorrow?” she added, which only increased the confused pounding in my chest.

      I shook my head.

      “So you’re free for the next twenty-four hours or so?”

      Her mouth twitched as she asked, like she was trying to fight her grin from growing even further. I shook my head again, fighting off my own facial twitches, struggling for calm. Twenty-four hours. I had no idea what June had planned, but she’d said she wanted to take me somewhere. It didn’t sound like she was asking for a casual screw back at her place. Twenty-four hours wasn’t quite enough for a trip to a concert at the Gorge, but it was close.

      My heart thudded away, trying to reconcile my irritation and confusion of the last two hours with the new knowledge that maybe June and I were, once again, actually on the same page.

      “Perfect,” she said after my second head shake. “So you in?”

      I only hesitated a second. And then I nodded.

      She slid off her stool, taking the last sip of her water.

      “I closed out with Victor a while ago. I’ll be waiting in my truck. Take your time.”

      And without a look back, June slipped out the door.
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      “You okay with a bit of a drive?” I turned the key in the ignition as I asked, a half-second after Mal closed the passenger side door. I was nearly out of the parking lot before she’d even clicked in her seatbelt. Which was bad form on my part. My nerves bleeding in, as if warding off the possibility that Mal had only climbed into my truck to say she’d changed her mind.

      Even though I’d felt remarkably serene, these last twenty minutes I’d been sitting out here alone, watching the last patrons stumble out the door, laughing with each other until their drives came. I only scowled occasionally at the ones who crawled into their own cars when they clearly shouldn’t have. But overall, I liked sitting in the dark quiet in my truck, taking my time to mentally transition from the loudness of Moonie’s to this, my favorite personal space.

      It was always an adjustment after a long haul, coming back to my own ride, the old pickup feeling strangely small. And what I’d always liked about trucks was how big they made you feel. Like you were in control of a modest but high up part of the world. On the rare occasion I got stuck in a compact car, I felt unnervingly vulnerable, like the smallest object in the road could reach out and obliterate me.

      A feeling somewhat like that crept in as soon as Mal Edwards was in my truck.

      She shrugged as we pulled onto the road, toward MLK. “Sure,” she assented to my question about the drive.

      I glanced over at her as I guided the truck down the dark city streets, heading south until I could switch over to 26. She looked tired, her strong shoulders slumped against the back of the seat. She was gazing out the window, away from me. It was hard to read Mal without being able to see those electric eyes.

      “Thanks,” I said, adjusting my right hand higher on the wheel, my left hand lower and looser on the other side as I switched lanes to drive around a car whose almost-jerks across the line I didn’t trust at 2:30 in the morning. I was grateful when Mal glanced my way after I spoke, an inquisitive arch to her eyebrow. I was facing forward again, eyes glued to the asphalt in front of me, but it felt tight in here, like I could sense all of Mal’s movements anyway, everything crystal clear in the corner of my eye, even in the dim light. “For not turning me down,” I clarified. “For coming with me.”

      Her eyebrow lowered. She shifted her gaze to focus straight ahead, matching mine.

      “Come on, June,” she said, quiet, the sound of a hard shell softening. “You know I’d always come with you.”

      I sucked in a silent breath. I hadn’t known that, at least not for certain. Something about her saying it out loud, the first sentences she’d said since we’d pulled away from Moonie’s, and in that voice, was the most shocking thing that had happened all night. Made my  left hand shake, just the tiniest bit.

      At the same time, it was very Mal. Straight to the point. And it felt like an echo of my own admission back at the bar, about how I didn’t go there for the songs. Which had to be obvious to her, at this point, but maybe me saying it out loud had been as surprising to her as this moment felt for me.

      Thinking of the bar shook something out of my head, though. I didn’t go to Moonie’s expressly for the karaoke, but that didn’t mean music wasn’t still part of our glue, me and Mal. It didn’t mean I didn’t have my own carefully prepared playlists for the possibility of something just like this: finally, only the two of us.

      I fumbled with my phone at a stoplight. Brought up a playlist. When I put my foot on the gas again, Big Brother & The Holding Company bled from the speakers. And I could’ve been making it up, but I swore I felt both of us physically relax. The space between us finally loosening.

      I had hoped it would feel like this from the start, being with Mal outside Moonie’s, as easy and unfettered as it always felt between us there. Had been disappointed at the anxiety that had clutched at my ribcage for the last fifteen minutes since the parking lot. It made sense, I knew, that this spontaneous outing, this detour from our safe routine, would feel fraught at first. But I kept thinking about Freddy’s, when I had planned this all out in my head, and hoped that it wouldn’t.

      It had been two years ago, if memory served correctly, that I ran into Mal at a Fred Meyer, the local grocery chain here. It wasn’t my regular store, but I’d had an eye appointment down in Southeast, and it was right there, and I needed a few things, so I stopped in. And saw Mal Edwards in the condiment aisle.

      I learned so many things during that day at Freddy’s. That Mal preferred bread and butter pickles to dill, a fact which, for some reason, shocked me. That she preferred regular fucking Oreos over double stuf, a fact that actually made no sense whatsoever. Who didn’t prefer double stuf? But I made such a stink over it that her mouth had twitched into that smile. She’d almost laughed. And immediately, I had wanted to make a stink about everything.

      I learned that she looked even better, somehow, under the horrible fluorescent lights of a supermarket than she did in the dim of Moonie’s.

      I learned that hanging out with Mal outside of Moonie’s felt almost weirdly normal. It felt simple, walking down the aisles with her, memorizing the brands and items she preferred, another list compiled in my head. But it had also felt like a shot of adrenaline had been spiked through my blood the rest of that day, far after we’d waved goodbye in the parking lot.

      I learned that spending an hour in a supermarket with Mal was almost the most fun I’d ever had.

      We’d never mentioned the meeting at Freddy’s, at least not in a direct way. But I’d been thinking about it a lot since leaving Dr. Singh’s office. Since thinking about doing this. Hoping that Freddy’s had been a sign that it would always be like this between us, no matter where we were. Simple. Thrilling. Good.

      But I guessed picking out yogurt together wasn’t exactly the same as driving off into the night in the middle of Pride. And even Freddy’s, I realized now, still had the shield of being a public space.

      And honestly, especially since Arlo died, I wasn’t super used to having another warm body in my truck.

      It felt better, though, with the music, with each stoplight, each turn. By the time I merged onto 26, drove under the tunnel out of town, I felt as at ease as I did on my barstool at Moonie’s. Better.

      By the time we passed the merge with 217, barely a minute later, Mal was asleep.

      It took me a while to realize it. But when we were almost done flying through the suburbs, I heard a little noise from her side of the truck. I could just hear it over Elton John singing about Levon being born on Christmas Day. It was almost like a hiccup? Or a snort? Something was happening in Mal’s lungs, anyway, and when I glanced over, sure enough, her head had slumped toward the window. Eyes closed, mouth slightly open.

      I stared straight ahead again immediately, as if I’d been caught doing something I shouldn’t. Like cheating on a test, or seeing Mal Edwards sleep. But of course she should sleep. It was almost three in the morning, and she’d likely been working for ten hours. My body was used to being awake at random hours, but of course Mal was worn out. Something in me relaxed even further, knowing that Mal was resting, that there was no pressure on me to make this not awkward.

      As we eased past the farmlands that edged the last suburb, though, I let myself steal more glances. She looked…well, like Mal, a small crease still present between her eyebrows, like she would be ready to blink her eyes open and scowl at any moment. But in a peaceful way, somehow. It was cute, and hilarious, and I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing aloud. About Mal’s sleeping bitch face. About Mal in my truck. About the fact that I was driving her to the ocean.

      It was still possibly the strangest thing I’d ever done.

      But as the road unraveled before me, the lanes that stretched through suburbia narrowing to one as 26 wound its way into the trees and hills of the Coastal Range, I felt all right.

      There was a reason long haulers liked the cloak of night. At least, some of us did. I’d take a clear stretch of dark highway over a traffic jam in the heat of day any time. Assholes swerving in front of my hood, making dangerous, impatient moves to crawl forward one extra inch.

      There were inherent dangers to a road at night, too, of course, that even the most hardened of drivers couldn’t deny. Things jumping out from the black—not just animals, but curves that bit harder than you expected. Tricks of the eye, the mind. The most dangerous of all perils: exhaustion, the human body denying even the most acidic cups of truck stop coffee.

      Like all things in life, pavement at three a.m. was a balance of good and bad. You weighed your chances. Trusted your gut. Hoped for the best.

      I didn’t need truck stop coffee now, though. I took the curves of the road nice and easy. There was no rush here, no suits waiting to clock my miles. Just my headlights against the evergreens, the stars above us. My playlist went on. Mal kept making her funny sleeping noises. And as the night crept closer to morning, so did my wheels toward the Pacific. I circled round onto 101 South as Dusty Springfield sang about wishin’ and hopin’ and I almost laughed again, picturing what Mal would say if she woke up right now, glancing around and hearing this silly song. I imagined she’d eventually stare at me and say, “What the hell, June?”

      But she didn’t wake up, not as we coasted past Cannon Beach, saw the top of Haystack Rock looming over the water just as the horizon was changing from midnight blue to cobalt, that first glance of the ocean that still made my heart jump, even now. Even if it was different here than it had been growing up in Jersey. At the shore, you could see the Atlantic stretching out for blocks and blocks before you got there, a tantalizing, shimmery blue-green haze wide open in the distance. The Oregon Coast, by contrast, was shrouded in foggy hills, craggy cliffs, trees that blocked your view until you came to the right bend in the road, and bam—a shock of endless steel blue, right below you, the exact color of Mal Edwards’s eyes.

      It wasn’t long after Cannon Beach that I finally pulled off into the small, sandy-gravel parking lot for Arcadia Beach. I had always liked this spot, tucked between the popular shores by Haystack Rock and the drama of Hug Point, just south of here. It felt too cute, or something, taking Mal to Hug Point, even though it was a fantastic place. But Arcadia was full of an equal amount of rugged, fascinating stone formations and quiet stretches of flat sand.

      It always kind of felt like me.

      In a few hours, its parking lot would be crammed full, as was every parking lot on the coast in the middle of summer. But now, at four-thirty in the morning, the only other vehicle around was a sad-looking RV camped in a corner. I pulled up a few spots away, my headlights shining against the wind-sculpted trees.

      Mal finally stirred when I turned off the engine.

      I watched her cautiously as she shifted in her seat, rubbed at her neck, eyes blinking once, twice. With the engine and the music off, the only things that roared now were the waves waiting on the other side of the parking lot and the renewed pounding of my heart.

      “You brought me to the ocean,” she observed, voice scratchy. Turning away from the window, Mal looked at me, an amused look awakening in her still blurry eyes. A lick of hope leapt in my chest. Maybe she didn’t hate that I’d brought her to the ocean. Maybe this hadn’t been a bad idea.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Just ‘cause?”

      I tried to think of the right answer. One that wasn’t just blurting, because I love you.

      But the more I thought on it, the more Mal’s assessment actually felt pretty spot-on.

      Wasn’t that what love was, really? Doing beautiful, funny things, just for the hell of it. Because you wanted to. Because the other person made you feel like you could.

      “Yeah,” I agreed with a shrug. “Just ‘cause.”

      She turned away again, before I could witness her smile. She kept rubbing her neck.

      “You okay?” I asked after a beat.

      “Neck hurts,” she said. “Back hurts.” And with a small, rueful laugh, “I’m an old bitch who spends half my life on my feet. Everything always hurts.”

      I laughed in return. If that wasn’t the truth.

      And this admission of our shared aches and pains made any vestiges of nerves about this whole ridiculous affair, any phantoms that had built up in my drive through the dark, bleed away from my system. It suddenly felt like it was just me and Mal again, shooting the shit. As solid and reliable as ever. Didn’t matter that we weren’t at Moonie’s. Felt almost natural that we were here, alone in a dark parking lot about to watch the sun rise behind a rocky coast.

      There were advantages, though, to not being at Moonie’s. New things I could try.

      I’d put some old blankets on the seat between us, for the beach. I moved them out of the way now, throwing them on my other side as I slid over to her. She didn’t make a sound as my knee glanced against hers. But when I reached my hand up to her neck, dug my thumb and forefinger into the skin there, under the collar of her black bartending shirt, a noise rumbled from her throat, and her eyes closed again. My glasses slipped on my nose; I shoved them back up with my left hand as my right moved up and down Mal’s vertebrae to the base of her skull, slow and hard.

      “June.” She said it so quietly, like she had when we’d left Moonie’s and she’d said she’d always come with me. Her shoulder sank down against my arm. Like she was letting go. Yielding.

      I thought about Dr. Singh, and my body. About my unspooling, uncertain future. About starting my second half century right. I dropped my hand from Mal’s neck. Used it to grip the back of the seat behind her instead.

      And even though it was clumsy as hell, even though it made my own back hurt, I did something I hadn’t done inside a truck in a really long time.

      I climbed onto a pretty girl’s lap.
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      My brain was still a little foggy here, what with the only sleeping for barely two hours inside a moving vehicle after a longass shift thing. So I forced my brain to quickly collect the facts.

      June had driven me to the coast.

      June looked hot as hell behind the wheel of her truck. This was the easiest fact to accept; my cognitive tissue already knew it.

      June had put her fingers on my neck, dug in hard and deep just like I liked, and made my body feel better than it had in months.

      June was climbing onto my lap.

      She smacked her head against the roof of the truck as she did so. “Shit.” And then, when she raised her arm to touch the tender spot on her head, hit her elbow against the window. “Fuck.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it.

      June looked down at me and smiled. “I should’ve gotten you into my rig instead,” she said. “More space. Oh well.”

      We were, in fact, two large women, probably too large and too old to be doing this. But there were other facts coming to light in this surreal situation. June’s weight felt good on mine, her thighs warming my own. She smelled like vanilla, which I’d only caught hints of in the past, competing with the alcohol and fry grease and dance floor sweat of Moonie’s. It surprised me a little, the vanilla, but I liked it. It was still pretty dark out, but June’s eyes were even darker here, right now, her glasses only inches from my face. And she was definitely about to kiss me.

      “Wait,” I said. My hands, which had naturally come to rest on those fabulous thighs on top of mine, tightened their grip, as if they could freeze the scene. June’s smile dropped. She opened her mouth as if to say something, closed it like she’d changed her mind.

      I took a deep breath. Collected the facts. June had taken the jump in asking me out, in bringing me here. I could use my words.

      “I’ve thought about kissing you for a long time, June.” I kept my eyes on hers. She swallowed, a twitch pinching her cheek. “And hell if I’m doing it for the first time with morning breath.”

      June’s tense face collapsed in a laugh. Her own breath cascaded over my face, and it only felt lovely, but seriously, my mouth was a swamp.

      “I do have mints, actually, in my glove compartment.” She gestured behind her with a tilt of her head. “But my body can’t twist that way anymore. And I can only complete this sitting-on-your-lap maneuver once every three days, approximately, so I might be stuck this way for a while.”

      “Hold on. I got it.” Reaching my hands toward the glove compartment, I attempted to shift forward, wrapping one arm around June to keep her steady. Our bodies shoved together, my eyes just barely able to peek over her shoulder, my fingers stumbling toward the latch. June dropped her head, her cheek pressed against my scalp, another laugh tinkling into my ear.

      “Mal,” she said through her chuckles, “I do not care about your breath.”

      “Shut up.” My hand searched through the clutter of the compartment. “I do. And I can do this.”

      Thirty seconds later, my fingers clutched around a small, cold metal tin. I gave it a shake, heard the mints dance around, and squeezed June even closer in triumph.

      Except before I could lean back and throw a damn mint in my mouth, I realized that at some point in the last minute, June’s hands had dropped from where she’d been holding onto the back of the seat. They were wrapped around me now, one draped around my shoulder, the other cradling my head. Her mouth still rested against my ear, breath hot.

      The arm that had successfully retrieved the tin of mints fell limply to my side. My face was buried in her shoulder. And we just sort of…sat there a moment. This tight cocoon of a hug. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this physically surrounded by another person. I wondered, bewildered, if I had ever felt this surrounded, this safe and wanted, with anyone. The facts I’d been collecting in my brain, trying to grasp at what was happening here, washed away like sidewalk chalk in the rain, leaving only a smudged palette of soft colors. Leaving only the feel of June’s body and mine.

      “Mal,” she said again, her lips grazing the shell of my ear.

      Hell.

      Awkwardly, hurriedly, I shoved my hands between us to get the damn tin of mints open. I threw one in my mouth, tossed the tin onto the seat, chomped on that thing like a motherfucker, and finally, finally, grabbed June Davis’s face in my hands. I was abruptly wide awake, a fire burning in my belly. Embers I had forgotten could live there, rekindling.

      I pulled June’s lips down to mine like we’d been waiting five fucking years to do it.

      She was warm, that one arm of hers still cradling my head, her lips sure and steady and gentle all at once, just like her. I’d never been a person particularly starved for physical attention. I liked it, when I got it, but it wasn’t something I needed to survive. This, though—June—when her lips touched mine, when her mouth opened with mine, when we fell back the few inches to collapse against the seat again—

      It just felt like home.

      It suddenly seemed silly, that I’d been so anxious back at Moonie’s, so unsure of June wanting anything like this. I didn’t know it would happen like this, at the break of dawn on the coast in June’s truck, but it didn’t really matter to me, right then, where we were. It didn’t matter to me, at that exact moment, if this was all we ever got, if this was just something June had dared herself to do on Pride weekend. All that mattered was how right and natural it felt, like something had slotted into place that had been hovering right at the edges for so long. And even if it all went away, even if June never showed up at Moonie’s again after whatever this was was over, I’d always be able to feel it, still locked in there in my chest. I’d always know it was true.

      I’d never be able to explain it, to Britt or Cam or hell, even to June. Or myself, really. But it felt special and lucky, this confirmation that June and I slotted together, like the way a thunderstorm felt when you were safe inside and didn’t have any place to be, like the way I could guess my regulars’ orders, like the way the first shoots of daffodils and hyacinths in the early spring soil felt every year. A satisfying gratitude, a touch of wonder.

      June pulled back a minute later, rested a hand on my shoulder. Let out a long, quiet sigh.

      “Wanted to do that a long time,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, a bit breathless. “Me too.”

      “We should head down.” She gestured toward the beach with her head. “Don’t want to miss the sunrise.”

      “You are romantic as shit, June Davis.”

      A more irritated sigh as she reached over to grab the blanket. “Shut it, Mal Edwards.”

      Well, this was a delight. Calling each other by our full names. Which seemed way too simple a thing to elicit such pleasure in my spine, but there it was. Climbing inelegantly out of June’s truck in the half-dark, laughing at ourselves as we stumbled. I didn’t laugh a lot, in general, at Moonie’s. Wasn’t ‘cause I hated the job; it just didn’t often fit. It fit here, in the open air with June. It felt good to laugh with her here, no one else around but us.

      Although maybe we weren’t completely alone. I glanced back at the dilapidated RV in the corner of the lot as we strolled across the gravel, toward the dirt path that went down to the water. The dusty RV was probably abandoned, or simply somebody’s home, but I didn’t trust it. If anyone did anything to June’s truck—if someone had been creeping on us during what just happened—I’d—well, I’d do something.

      “Mal,” June said, and even though I was still staring at the RV, away from her face, I could tell she was smiling. Like she was always smiling at me. The witch. “We’re good. We’re fine.”

      And—well, damn. When she said it, I believed it. Like there was some magic transmission in her voice that made my blood trust whatever she said. So I relaxed. And walked down to the beach to watch the sun rise.

      After the short, zigzagging path from the parking lot, followed by the small set of treacherous steps that seemed the hallmark of every beach on this coastline, we were on the sand, walking toward the thunderous churn of the water. The beach stretched out on either side of us, wide, smooth, and open, surrounded by a backdrop of cliffs and forest. Safe.

      June laid down her blanket next to a hunk of rock that jutted dramatically out of the sand, and we sat.

      “Sunset would’ve been better.” June shrugged. “But…” She looked away, toward the other end of the beach, but I caught the smile on her face anyway. “Didn’t want to wait.”

      It was true. The sun was technically rising behind us, behind the cliffs and the twisted trees. But there was still something wonderful about sitting here in front of the waves, the horizon lightening by the minute, tendrils of the distant sun stretching out across the dark water. The rising sun at our backs cast shadows of the mountains behind us across the dark sand, slowly shifting, reaching higher, minute by minute.

      It was subtle. But it was still wonderful, in its own way.

      If I was a sentimental person, I’d say it felt a bit like us.

      It was still chilly in the dawn, brightening horizon or not. Before I even so much as released a shiver, though, June was rustling out another blanket she must have been hiding under the other one, resting it over our laps.

      I almost didn’t know what to do with myself as she tucked us in. I felt distinctly like I was being…wooed. I realized, fully, now that I was truly awake, that June had had these blankets carefully folded in her truck on purpose. And what she’d just said about not wanting to wait. She must have stopped drinking on purpose, back at Moonie’s, to make sure she was awake and sober enough to drive us here.

      June  had come to Moonie’s tonight with the purpose of wooing me.

      I’d be damned.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been wooed. Most people assumed I wouldn’t want such a thing. Olivia certainly had. It’d been clear from the start that Olivia was turned on by my wooing her, and I’d filled the role easily. But it was…sort of oddly charming, having a blanket tucked over my lap. At least, when it was June doing the tucking. I wasn’t sure if I would have let anyone else do it. But I liked it, with June.

      We sat there for a few minutes, quiet, thighs pressing together, as the sky changed colors. It felt good, both the quiet and the thigh touching. Even in the din of Moonie’s, we’d already established we were good at being quiet, I thought. Half the time on a June night, I’d simply lean against the bar next to her as we watched karaoke. Never felt weird, and it didn’t feel weird here either. Although a person truly didn’t need to talk here, anyway. The sound of the waves, the wind, was enough for the world.

      A flock of seabirds landed on shore as the horizon started to really shine, a fuzzy orange haze burning away the dark blue. Moisture started to lift from the sand as the light hit it, a low-lying mist. In the far distance, a lone early morning jogger made their way down the other end of the beach. Otherwise, we were alone. June leaned back on her palms, elbows locked, the wind rustling her hair. The colors of the changing sky reflected in her glasses.

      I should’ve kept the quiet a while longer, probably. But for some reason, the upper edges of the sky were still dark when I asked, “So what’s after this?”

      Honestly, I was only sort of asking, are we heading back to the city after this, or what. I wanted to know how much more of this experience I got to keep. But when June was silent, I glanced back over and saw her lips had thinned, the line of her jaw tense. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen June this tense.

      And then she abruptly sat forward. Ran a hand through her rumpled hair. I didn’t have enough hair to rumple, myself, but seeing June’s even slightly mussed made me want to kiss her face off.

      “It occurs to me,” she said, “that I’ve assumed some things. So…I should probably double check, to make sure. Mal, you’re not—” She squinted up at the sky. “You’re not seeing anyone, are you? You don’t already belong to someone else?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but she waved a hand through the air in front of us before I could, seeming flustered.

      “Not that, you know. You should belong to anyone other than yourself. But, yeah. You know.”

      I almost laughed out loud again. I understood the sentiment, was glad June was respectful of my agency, but seriously. It was hilarious to me she was even questioning it, especially after what had just happened in the truck. I half wanted to shout it to the birds. Of course I belonged to June.

      On the off chance, though, that this whole chain of events was simply a spontaneously good time to June, and she was only making sure she wasn’t stepping on some other broad’s toes for the day—I decided to play it semi-cool.

      “No,” I answered. “I don’t belong to anyone else.”

      And then I realized that just about said it all anyway.

      June’s shoulders relaxed. She fell back on her palms again, fingers stretching out on the blanket behind us. A satisfied grin graced her lips. I liked seeing June smug.

      “All right,” she said. “Then to answer your question. I was thinking probably breakfast.”

      I laid all the way back on the blanket then, my head hitting the sand. Because sitting was killing my back, and I was calling the sun as officially up, and I was going to breakfast with June Davis.

      There was this dumb happy buzzing in my head, just thinking about it. I wished I could eat breakfast with June at Rosie’s in Redding, California. I wished I could see all of her favorite places on the road, the spots that brought her small bits of joy. But I would take breakfast on the coast. I would take anything.

      After a minute, June joined me, groaning as her back made its way to the blanket, shoulder bumping mine.

      “We’re going to look like two beached whales,” she muttered.

      “Good,” I said. “Whales are majestic as fuck.”

      I couldn’t see her face—I was staring up at the azure sky, its peachy pink edges—but I could somehow feel her smile.

      “You said you weren’t working today,” she said after a minute. “You working tomorrow?”

      I turned my head, lifting a brow. “Yeah.”

      “What time do you have to be there?”

      “Four.”

      She made a little humming sound. “Good.”

      She lifted her knees, rested her hands on her stomach. “I may have gotten a hotel room for later, down the road a bit in Rockaway Beach. If you were amenable to that.”

      I shifted myself up on an elbow to stare at her. “No shit.”

      She shrugged, her flannel shifting against the blanket. “Might be awhile until they let us check in, but I figured we could both use a nap.”

      “I am amenable as fuck, June.”

      June closed her eyes and smiled. “Good,” she said again.

      I laid back down. Processed this new nugget of information a bit more.

      “How long have you had the reservation?”

      There was a pause before she answered.

      “A while,” she said eventually, cool and vague. “Figured if you said no, a night alone at the coast still wouldn’t be a bad deal.”

      I stared at the cloudless sky.

      I was being wooed.

      And it wasn’t bad.

      It wasn’t bad at all.
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      “So,” Mal placed her forearms on the table, leaning over her mug of coffee. “Here’s what I’m thinking. If we’re doing this, we should go all in.”

      I raised an eyebrow as I lifted my own coffee to my lips. I felt like I’d been pretty clear thus far on being all in.

      “Agreed.”

      Mal nodded. “Let’s get it all out there over this breakfast. Share all of our shit.”

      “Ah.” I placed my mug back on the table, ran a finger inside the smooth handle. I admired a mug with a handle. “Sure. You can ask me anything. I’ll tell you anything.”

      I hadn’t always been a super open person, in the past. Which probably explained my patchy history of semi-relationships. But Mal was different. Asking her to do this at all had been the scary part. Walking into the hotel room in a few hours might be a bit scary, too. Had to wait and see with that one. But telling her shit wasn’t hard at all. I sort of felt like maybe I’d been ready to tell Mal my shit for years.

      “All right.” Mal looked straight at me. There were bags under her eyes, exhaustion pinching the corners. But the eyes themselves looked bright. Present. Piercing.  “Your family. Why you never talk about them. Why you never go back to Jersey.”

      I nodded. Rather expected all that.

      And I was about to open my mouth to answer when our meals came.

      I leaned back as the waiter placed the dishes in front of us. Smiled at Mal’s basic breakfast: eggs over easy, bacon, hash browns. Something deep seated and wonderful had lit in me when I’d heard her order it, exactly as I knew she would. I’d never gotten breakfast with Mal before, but I knew her order. It was one of the first things we’d talked about, god, years ago now, when she’d asked about my favorite diners on the road. We actually talked about breakfast food a possibly weird amount, me and Mal, but when I thought about it, good breakfasts made up most of my favorite moments in life.

      It was like the world getting a little more colored in, being able to witness all the things I knew about Mal Edwards actually happening in real time, in front me.

      Me, I always liked trying something new for breakfast, depending on the city I was in, the special of the day. That was half the fun of the road, experiencing what the locals loved, even if you’d never actually be one of them. Which was why I had a smoked salmon benedict in front of me. It had been the most expensive thing on the menu, but if being out with Mal wasn’t an occasion to get the most expensive thing on the menu, I didn’t know what was.

      Although, truth be told, it wasn’t the first smoked salmon benedict I’d had on the Oregon coast. It was possible I was almost dangerously close to being a local here. But that discomfited me far more than the idea of telling Mal my Very Sad Past, so I wasn’t going to dwell on it.

      “My parents were alcoholics.” I picked up my fork and sliced into the egg on top of my benedict. Its deep orange yolk—must’ve been local too—ran onto the plate. “Drove sloshed after leaving the bar one night when I was seventeen. Never made it home.”

      Mal chewed on a piece of bacon. Her face remained steady, not betraying a hint of sympathy or surprise. Even in this, she was everything I wanted. “I’m sorry, June,” she said.

      I shrugged. “These days, I can only think about what a relief it is that somehow they didn’t hurt anyone else. Drove off the side of the road all on their own.”

      Mal picked up her own fork but paused before digging into her potatoes, a thought creasing her brow. “Sort of interesting, though,” she said, “that you decided to spend your life behind a wheel, after that.”

      “Yeah.” I picked up my coffee mug again. “Driving is one of the most dangerous things a person can do. Knew that even without my parents killing themselves. But the need to be on the move always wins out, in the end.”

      Mal nodded. Dug back into her breakfast.

      “Somehow I finished high school after that, even though I was pretty fucked up for a while there. An aunt watched out for me, made sure I went to school, even though the rest of that year is sort of just a big blank in my memory. But once I got my diploma, didn’t see much reason to stick around. Didn’t have a lot of happy childhood memories. Even though,” I plunked my mug back onto the table, “I actually don’t harbor that many bad feelings about Jersey in particular. There are lots of good things about Jersey. I just wanted to see more.”

      I dug myself another bite of benedict. Chewed before I kept talking.

      “Stayed in Virginia for a bit. Did some random shit before I started work on getting my CDL. Trucker’s license, basically. Once I got that and started trucking, I tried out different spots around the country in my twenties, places where I stayed between trips, before I ended up here.” I took another few bites, allowed myself some internal reminiscing about that decade of my life. The tiny apartments and sublets, the cities and the small towns I’d passed through: a month here, a few months there. The people I’d slept with. It had been a time, that was for sure. A decade I wouldn’t be able to sum up over breakfast, even to Mal.

      To an outsider, perhaps, I’d been pretty lost. But I’d been finding my way. Seeing things, experiencing the world outside the glass house of bad decisions I’d grown up in. The one thing I was determined not to repeat, that I’d learned good and hard from my parents, was being truly out of control. I didn’t touch alcohol or drugs for most of my twenties; only started having a beer every now and then in my thirties, when I knew I could handle it. Added in whiskey—two tumblers of it every visit to Moonie’s, to be specific—and prescription marijuana for pain in my forties.

      No, I hadn’t been out of control when I was young. I’d simply been wandering.

      I thought, in my own way, I’d been happy.

      “And when I got here,” I finally picked up the thread again with a shrug, “It stuck.”

      Mal’s mouth twerked up then. “Yeah,” she agreed.

      Our meals were both near finished now, eaten in the silence of my reminiscing, in Mal’s easy acceptance of the quiet. I finished my final few bites before I shoved my plate to the side and leaned in for my turn at questions.

      “What about you?” I asked. “I know you’re close with your sister. But what made you get stuck here?”

      Mal took her time with her last bite, pushing her own plate away, picking her coffee mug back up and staring at me over the top of it.

      “Honestly,” she took a sip, “it’s not that interesting. Not nearly as adventurous as yours. I hated Texas.” Another twitch of her lips. “So I left.”

      When she didn’t say anything else for a stretch, I almost laughed. Wondered if that was all she would give me. After being the one who started this conversation with that little speech about sharing our shit. But if that was all she had to say—well, it also felt remarkably like Mal.

      But after another few minutes, she set her mug down, stretched out her neck. “I went to college in California,” she started. “Made my way up the coast, I guess, after. I liked it here, so I stayed. And somehow, over the years, convinced my sister and brother to come up here, too.”

      “You have a brother? You normally only talk about your sister.”

      “Yeah, I’m closer with Britt. Cam’s okay, too. A bit of a dumbass.” Mal’s lips tilted past smirk to full blown smile. “But we love him anyway.”

      The smile faded. “I did—I do—feel a little guilty that I tore all of us away from our folks. Didn’t mean to; it just sort of happened. My dad passed away a few years back, but my mom’s all alone now, still in our old town outside of Houston. But she has this group of friends, so. I guess it’s all right. We should probably visit more than we do. Cam gets back the most. But I try to get back for Christmas, every other year or so.”

      I suddenly, desperately wanted to meet Mal’s mom. I blinked with the surprise of it, how deeply I felt it. Couldn’t explain it, didn’t say it out loud, but I wanted to fly to Houston with Mal this December. See what the house she grew up in looked like. Meet the woman who had raised a person like Mal.

      “I bet if you’re all happy, she’s happy,” I said. Because the way Mal was talking, it sounded like they loved each other. And I knew that was how it was supposed to work, between parents and kids who loved each other. When addiction didn’t get in the way.

      “Yeah,” Mal said. “I think you might be right.”

      “What did you study?” I asked. “In college?”

      I didn’t know why I’d never pictured Mal in school before. Maybe because I never went to college, sometimes I forgot that other people’s young adulthoods looked different. I liked thinking about it now, though. Mal with a mess of books and papers in a fancy library. Staying up late, typing essays.

      Disappointingly, though, Mal’s shoulders hunched a bit, her back hitting the chair as she leaned back. I could see her hesitating, the slight clench of her jaw.

      “Civil engineering,” she said finally, shooting me a look as she did. Her eyes were guarded, fiercer than they’d been ever since she’d woken up in my truck. As if in challenge. As if I would have something to say about this, her being a secret civil engineer, other than being supremely turned on.

      I shrugged, at a bit of a loss. “So you’re a smart bitch,” is what I came up with.

      And thank god, her mouth tilted again. “Yeah,” she agreed.

      “I already knew that, though,” I added, and she smiled further.

      “You did,” she said. “But yeah. Always liked school.”

      Her face was doing a funny thing, now, the smile on her face shifting to something harder to define, something I’d never seen on Mal’s face before. Almost…sentimental, like she was disappearing into her own well of memories, just as I had done before. But it almost seemed pained. Like the memories were bittersweet.

      It occurred to me, then. That Mal had always liked school, that she had a civil engineering degree. Yet she was a bartender at Moonie’s. Had been for years. It was possible Moonie’s was her side gig, that she had a day job during the week she’d never told me about, but I didn’t think so. Mal told me about her life, and the only thing I knew of that existed outside of Moonie’s was her garden, her cats, and her sister. There was some disconnect there, but one Mal clearly felt uncomfortable about.

      It didn’t bother me, telling Mal about my dead parents, but I didn’t want Mal to have to dig into anything today that would bother her.

      I reached into my back pocket, pulled out my wallet. Left my card pointedly at the edge of the table. It had still been pretty early when we’d walked into this place, too early for most tourists on a weekend at the coast, but it was filling up now. I tried to catch the eye of our young waiter.

      “Ready for a drive down the coast?” I asked.

      Mal breathed out, long and slow, before taking the last sip of her coffee. “Yeah,” she said. “Let’s do it.”
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      Mal and I drove down 101, out of Aracdia and past Arch Cape, through the forest of Oswald West State Park. Around Nehalem Bay. We didn’t talk much; I resumed my playlist on the stereo. But it was different than the drive here: it was light out, for one thing, the sky a brilliant blue, which wasn’t always the case on the Oregon coast, even in the middle of June. And Mal was awake. Our windows were down, the wind rattling our skin, making the music almost hard to hear, but worth it for the salty smell of the sea.

      By the time we reached Rockaway Beach, it was still probably too early to check in to the hotel, but I called anyway to see. Did a little sweet talking, which I was good at, after years of dealing with stressed vendors and grumpy warehouse managers and the suits at headquarters. And the hardened waitresses at all-night diners, and the cleaning staffs and front desk workers at motels along lonely stretches of highways. It was kind of funny, with how much time I’d spent completely alone on the road, how good I’d gotten over the years, simultaneously, at talking to strangers.

      I ended the call. “They can get us in in an hour.”

      “All right.” Mal sounded easy, but when I glanced over at her, the exhaustion that I’d seen pulling at her eyes since she woke in the parking lot at Arcadia Beach only looked worse. The woman had worked a busy shift and then gotten two hours of sleep, max. I winced.

      “Want to take a walk on the beach?” I asked, wishing there were better options of things to do for her in this moment, in this funny little town, so different from the one of the same name back in Queens, the one The Ramones made famous. There was nothing punk rock about Rockaway Beach, Oregon. But I suddenly wished there was something, somewhere special I could take Mal. A massage parlor, maybe. Would Mal Edwards even walk into a massage parlor? Fuck. I was tired, too.

      “Actually,” Mal said, “Do you think there’s anywhere here where I could buy some clothes? A fresh shirt at least?” She gestured down at herself. “I still smell like Moonie’s.”

      A laugh burst out of me. I thought I’d planned this little adventure pretty well. But in retrospect, whisking a woman away from her home without warning had some drawbacks. Like a lack of clean clothes. And the funny thing was, I didn’t know if there was a place here where Mal could find new clothes. There was only a pizza joint and weird beach shops.

      “There’s a Fred Meyer in Tillamook we could drive down to,” I said. Even though I didn’t really feel like driving to Tillamook. Now that we were here, parked across the road from the hotel, all I could think about was getting inside it.

      Mal was quiet a minute. And then she said, “Remember that time we ran into each other at Freddy’s?”

      I smiled. “Yeah.”

      “I liked that,” she said, and my heart about burst out of my chest.

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Me too.”

      “Let’s see what we can find here,” she said, and I put the truck back in gear.

      Ten minutes later, we stood outside a short building painted a garish variety of aquamarine. Plastic flamingos and seashells dotted the edge of the walkway. A neon sign flashed OPEN above the glass door.

      Mal nodded approvingly. “Let’s go,” she said. As if preparing for battle.

      It was 10:05 a.m. We were the first customers. At 10:06 a.m, Mal held up an XXL Rockaway Beach, Oregon t-shirt with a sea lion on it. “Done,” she said.

      “Hold up, hold up,” I protested. Because now that we were inside this place—there was barely enough room for two dykes to move without knocking over a rack of postcards—I was into it. I reached over to a display of sunglasses. Picked out a pair with bright red, star-shaped plastic frames.

      Mal’s eyes were wary as I placed them over her nose, fitted them over her ears. But she let me do it.

      Her mouth was flat as I stood back to survey the results.

      “No,” she said, voice as stone-cold as her stare had been when she’d served Cher their Jack and Coke back at the bar.

      I grinned so big I could feel it stretch my cheeks. I couldn’t wait to kiss her again.

      “Okay, so definitely getting these.” I lifted the shades off her face and tucked them into my palm. “And maybe—” I threw a floppy straw hat onto her head, barely missing her arm as it came up to swipe mine away.

      “Fuck you.” She yanked the hat off and punched my arm. I bounced away, laughing. She was right. The hat didn’t fit her like the glasses did.

      “Consider, though,” still backtracking away on my heels, I stopped by a rack of shirts. “This one instead.” I lifted the neon pink tank top to my chest. What happens in Rockaway Beach stays in Rockaway Beach, it read.

      Mal’s lip twitched, finally, as she shook her head.

      “No,” she said again. “But I dare you to buy it.”

      I searched through the rack for an XL. “All right.”

      “And maybe this?” Mal held up a puka shell necklace.

      “Mal,” I scowled. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      By the time we checked out, Mal had added a zip-up hoodie, and I’d thrown in an Oregon Coast mug. I imagined if this thing didn’t actually last longer than today, I could at least have coffee in this mug sometimes and smile.

      We were quiet again as we drove back to the hotel, as we checked in at the front desk. As we walked across the parking lot toward Building C. I had the overnight bag I’d packed; Mal walked with her hands in her pockets and her messenger bag slung across her chest, the shirt and sweatshirt she’d bought slung over her shoulder.

      I swore I’d had the best of intentions when I called to ask about checking in early. We did both need a nap.

      But as we climbed the wooden steps to the second floor of Building C, something started to pulse in my head, leaving me a little dizzy. Something that had been building since Mal let me climb into her lap, since my palms had cupped the back of her head, since I’d first tasted her lips. Since our thighs had touched while we’d watched the sunrise, while she’d stared at me with those icy eyes over breakfast, calm and steady and here. Since she’d let her fingertips brush mine, for just a second, every time she handed me a whiskey over the last five years.

      “You got an ocean view? Jesus,” Mal said when she walked through the door.

      I dropped my bag onto the bed. Heard the door click shut.

      And then I turned and pushed Mal against the wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          MAL

        

      

    

    
      I was unprepared for June’s hands on my stomach.

      I was unprepared for all of it, really—the view of the fucking ocean through the sliding glass door to the balcony; June being all playful at that store, making me feel like a kid; me and June being here at all. And when she turned and pushed me against the wall so suddenly, I felt just like I had in her truck. Both like I’d been waiting for this forever, and like I was a teenager again, taken off guard by the idea of someone wanting me, the idea of physical intimacy. I’d always known what I wanted with Olivia, or I guess, more accurately, what Olivia wanted from me. Taking charge had always felt good. And now here I was, approaching fifty, and I barely knew what to do with my arms when June trapped my body with hers.

      The truth was, I had been so happy to simply be around June the last few hours. To listen to her talk, to feel the solid, physical presence of her body next to mine. I thought I maybe would’ve been happy for the rest of my life to just exist with her.

      But then she kissed me, and I remembered again. That I didn’t quite care how we did this. That we could have more than just existing. Because I burned for her.

      She had my face in her hands, cradling my cheeks like I was precious, like she always handled me somehow, even though we’d technically barely touched before today. It was only the second time I’d kissed June, but it already felt almost shockingly familiar, soft and heady all at once. Her glasses kept bumping against my face, until she tore them off and threw them behind her onto the bed. Which I mourned a little—she looked so fucking hot in her glasses—but I suddenly realized, as I blinked at her after the break in our kiss, that I could see so much more now, here in the daylight, centimeters apart. More than I had been able to see in the dark of Moonie’s, more than I’d been able to fully absorb in the half-awake, near-darkness of her truck hours earlier. The crow’s feet that surrounded her eyes, so many fine lines there, testaments to the years gone by of June Davis, her smiles and frowns and every time she’d squinted into the sun. The faint slivers of gray inside her brown hair. The faint freckles, the small moles along her neck. A slash of sunlight crossed her face as she crowded me in again, and it lit up the brown of her eyes like chestnuts over a fire.

      I was aware, as her mouth met mine again, as I opened to her and our tongues tangled, as I let my eyes fall closed, that her fingers were making their steady way down my shirt, unbuttoning one careful button at a time.

      But when her hands touched the soft expanse of my belly—I almost shouted. My body lifted on a gasping inhale instead, just as telling, my mouth yanking away from hers.

      June’s hands didn’t linger on the sensitive skin of my stomach long, those lithe fingers now moving toward the zipper of my black jeans.

      “This okay?” she asked, almost as breathless as I felt. “You okay?”

      God, this felt dirty, up against the wall like this. It was the middle of the fucking day.

      I nodded. And when she didn’t move any further, gave my verbal consent. “Yeah, June,” I huffed out, sounding almost irritated, almost like myself again. Even though I wasn’t irritated. I just wanted her to touch me so fucking bad. “Fuck.”

      She smirked. It made my own limbs finally take action, a hand rising to her face to brush against the wrinkles deepened by that smirk, to grab the back of her head and pull her mouth back to mine as she snuck a hand into my jeans, rubbed her fingers over my underwear.

      “Fuck,” I said again, into her open mouth, spreading my legs so she could have better access. God, just that felt so good. Her tongue found mine again, sloppy and hot, a noise rumbling from the back of her throat into my mouth.

      “Mal,” she huffed over my lips as her hand slipped inside my underwear. “You are so fucking hot.”

      A grunt escaped me when her fingertips first touched my clit. I tried to tilt my hips forward, push my pelvis into her palm, communicate, yes. Keep going. Just fucking do it. I’d never really been good at communicating during sex, but I felt wild just then, blood thrumming everywhere, a way I hadn’t felt in years. I wanted June to fuck me senseless.

      But she didn’t, not yet, pulling her hand back, bringing her other up to palm my breast through my bra while she re-focused her kiss. Don’t get me wrong, that felt decent too, but fucking A, it wasn’t enough. I swore I’d been about to fall asleep in June’s truck a half hour ago, but ten minutes inside this hotel room and suddenly I’d never been so turned on in my life.

      Eventually, I reached down, pressed her hand hard against me again. Moaned in relief.

      “Fuck, June.” My vocabulary had become extremely limited. “Fuck.”

      She increased the pressure on my clit, the speed of her circles, and I let my hand fall back against the wall, a weak attempt to keep myself steady. It was almost too much, the pleasure too sharp and near the surface, when she slid her hand down further and worked a finger inside.

      I groaned my approval. That. That was good.

      After a few slides in and out, she worked another finger in, a flash of discomfort for a second, and then we were golden. Her mouth moved away from mine, trailing to my ear as our breaths came harsh and heavy in the quiet room as she fucked me, as I pushed against her, looking for the friction of her palm on my clit, over and over.

      “June,” I said, my voice this shaky whisper I was too gone to feel self-conscious about.

      Her whole body shuddered against mine, her rhythm faltering for a second.

      She opened her mouth against my neck, trailed her lips across my skin. “If you only knew,” she said, right under my ear, “how many times I’ve imagined you saying my name just like that.”

      “Years,” I heard myself say, nonsensically.

      “Years,” she agreed.

      “Close,” I said a minute later, and she nipped at my neck with her teeth.

      I felt frustrated for a minute, as I always did when I was close, not sure if I’d be able to make it there, wanting to claw my hands through June’s skin, gnash at her clothes with my teeth, anything to make me feel not-helpless.

      Until June took my earlobe in her mouth and sucked while she kept up the hard rhythm of her hand and then I actually was helpless, in the best possible way, the tremor starting in my clit and shooting up through my belly, my muscles tensing and then loosening. Liquid and hot and light.

      She stopped exactly when I needed her to, removing her hand and pressing her forehead against mine.

      I wanted to say fuck again, but felt I’d already used up my quota, and also I was busy catching my breath.

      “Good,” June whispered. And yeah, that felt right, too.

      I kissed her again, when I finally felt a bit more myself. And with a grunt, I lifted my body off that wall and walked June back until I could push her down onto that bed. Obviously.

      I felt a little more in my element here, on my hands and knees over June, and I was still running on endorphins from the orgasm, so pushing that flannel off June’s shoulders while I kissed that mouth felt easy now. Smooth. Who cared that it was the middle of the day and I was running on fumes. They were fucking-June-Davis fumes now, so I’d run on them all damn day.

      June lifted her arms out of the flannel just as easily, reaching upward after she did so to snake her hands around my back, scratch her barely-there fingernails down my spine, which ahh, felt so fucking good. I was about to implore her to take off her t-shirt too when my senses kicked in. I sat back on my heels, away from her delicious fingertips, and took in the view.

      I wanted to see June’s tits eventually, of course, but the way she looked right now, in that tight white t-shirt she’d been hiding under her flannel? No, she was keeping the t-shirt on. I was going to fuck her just like this.

      I made quick work on her pants and underwear until I was exactly where I was meant to be. Between June’s thighs.

      I ran a hand down one thigh once I was there, taking a moment to breathe. To stare at her lovely mound of dark curls. Make a plan of attack. “Do you like penetration?” I asked.

      “I don’t need it,” she answered, and then, “Oh god, is it okay I didn’t ask you before I—“

      “Oh, I liked it,” I assured her. “June, you could’ve done anything to me in that moment and I would’ve liked it.”

      When I glanced up her body toward her face to see how she was feeling, I swore the flush on her cheeks wasn’t only anticipation, but a blush. The way her mouth was twisting, trying not to seem too pleased. I wanted to bite that smirk right out of her lips. Not because I didn’t like it, but because I did. But I was already down here, and I wasn’t limber enough to get back up to her mouth without my knees protesting.

      I ran my hand up her thigh again. I wanted June to tell me what she wanted.

      After a moment’s hesitation, June seemed to get it. She threw her arms over her forehead. “I just want your mouth,” she said.

      I’d figured as much, from the small noises she’d made when I’d ripped off her pants, when I’d moved down between her legs. But it was still hot as hell to hear her say it.

      I settled in on my elbows, grasping her thighs. Was almost at my destination when she made another funny sound: almost a whimper, almost a laugh. Whatever it was, it made me pause, look up at her again.

      Her arms were still thrown over her forehead. But she stared down at me from underneath them, from underneath her heavy, half-closed eyelids.

      “God, Mal,” she said. “I could come just from the sight of you down there.”

      “Well.” I considered this, letting it buzz pleasantly through my blood. “That does take a bit of the pressure off.”

      She laughed at that, a laugh that was cut off when I put my mouth on her clit.

      I didn’t know how much I’d missed this. The taste of it, the feel of it. The intimacy of it. It didn’t feel dirty anymore, me and June, together like this. And I felt a little more settled, a little less swept away, now that it was my turn to focus on her. More grounded, able to take in every single noise June made in her throat, every twitch of her body. The way she ground her teeth into her bottom lip, let one hand fall from her head to twist the sheets between her fingers.

      It didn’t always work for me, being intimate with someone, but I always knew it would with June. I just hadn’t been able to picture the exact details, until now. And now they filled me up, guided my tongue, escaped me in moans against her heat. She was relatively quiet, except for those little noises and the harshness of her breath. Until she got close, which damn, I was almost disappointed by. I should’ve held back. Made her work for it. Except then she said, “Fuck, Mal, fuck, don’t stop,” and god, I couldn’t deny her then. I squeezed my hand into her hip, stretching my fingers up under that t-shirt, my other hand still gripping her thigh as I increased the speed of my mouth. She was loud when she came, this sharp shout before this high-pitched breathy wheeze as she shook. It was incredible, and a little funny. It didn’t fit her at all, the woman who only ever drank whiskey at my bar, who had never been afraid of me even a little bit, sounding like a Disney princess when she came.

      I hid my fade in her thigh to smother my laugh.

      I planted some kisses on that thigh when we’d both calmed down. Slowly made my way up the bed to flop down at her side. Goddamn, it felt good to lay down.

      We laid there for a few minutes, the rise and fall of June’s chest slowly evening out. I took in the details of the room, the shells and twine above the desk. Took in the details of June’s skin, the sun spots along her arms.

      “Well,” I said eventually. “Happy Pride.”

      June laughed, one arm still over her head, the other thrown over her stomach. And then she kept laughing. She laughed so hard, I thought she might roll off the bed. I almost felt prouder of making her laugh like that than I had making her come.

      “Hold on,” she said after a while, once she’d gotten herself together, although her voice still sounded breathless and silly. She stumbled out of bed, slipped her underwear back on. “I should’ve changed first.”

      She lifted her arms, ripped the t-shirt off while I watched from the bed. I only had, like, three seconds to admire the swell of the tops of her breasts that peeked out above her sports bra when she picked up something from the floor and wiggled into it. Something neon pink.

      “What do you think?” She gestured at the What Happens in Rockaway Beach Stays in Rockaway Beach tank top. Which was just as tight as the white t-shirt had been.

      I threw a pillow at her head.

      “I think you’re goofy as hell.”

      She picked the pillow up as she got back on the bed, pummeled me right in the stomach with it.

      “Ow!” I protested. “Jesus.”

      “I think it’s really going to complement my wardrobe.”

      “Definitely.”

      She settled next to me again, a hand behind her head. Our leftover laughter settled down, too. I started to get drowsy.

      “What’s next?” I asked. Just like when I’d asked at the beach after the sunrise, I really only meant it in the most basic terms—were we going to order a pizza now? Take a shower? Did June have other plans in her head for this ridiculous day?

      Once the question hung in the air between us, though, I started to truly want to know the other answer. The one we’d been hinting at, dancing around, since we left Moonie’s last night. That we’d maybe been dancing around for far longer than that.

      “Well,” June eventually said. “I have some weed. Was thinking we could smoke some and watch the waves for a while.”

      Maybe the other answer could wait for just a while longer, then. Because I couldn’t argue with that one.

      “That sounds literally perfect, June.”

      She smiled at me, that wonderful June smile, and fumbled for her glasses, still lying at the edge of the bed. We each made a trip to the bathroom and rearranged ourselves, June slipping her pants back on, me re-buttoning my shirt. I threw my new Rockaway Beach hoodie on; June put her flannel back on over the neon pink tank. Which was almost funnier, somehow. She really was a goof, that June.

      We sank into the cheap plastic deck chairs out on the small balcony. June had brought out a small portable speaker she’d had in her bag, placed it near the railing and hooked it up to her phone before rolling the joint.

      “Never used to smoke,” she said as she did. “But I was prescribed it for my back pain a few years ago. Can’t use it when I’m driving, but when I’m home—” She took a drag before she handed it off to me, settled back in her chair. “It’s not bad.”

      She smiled at me again, watched me take my first hit before she looked out at the ocean. The breeze ruffled her hair.

      And even though I’d probably always known it, all I could think at that moment was, god. She was really something.

      And she liked me.

      She might have even loved me.

      And maybe I loved her right back.
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      We were quiet a long time, out there on the balcony, sharing a smoke, listening to my songs. Watching the ocean.

      If I had to rate it, I wouldn’t even have to think on it. I’d had more exciting days, perhaps, back in my wilder days. But today would definitely be in the top three best days of my life.

      “Ooh La La” was pouring out of my speaker now, the jangly, familiar acoustic guitar soothing my system even further than it already was. I’d always liked the song. But as I listened to the chorus now, the lyrics about wishing you knew all you knew now when you were younger, I discovered, somewhat to my own surprise, that I disagreed.

      Maybe it was just the marijuana, or the post-coital endorphins that were making me feel so sentimental. But that nostalgia that’d hit me at breakfast came roaring back.

      And looking back at it all, I thought I rather liked the way I’d found myself here. Sitting in front of the ocean with Mal. Feeling sure about who I was and what I wanted. I had been green and transient for a lot of my life, but no, I wouldn’t have wanted to be wiser when I was younger. That girl who’d left Jersey all those decades ago was broken but brave as hell. I was proud of the fight.

      I knew it was easier now that I actually had Mal by my side, that she’d said yes to everything so far, but it seemed a little silly now. That I’d been so scared leaving Dr. Singh’s office that day.

      Maybe of all the things we went through in life, getting old was the luckiest of them all.

      “So.” Mal broke the silence eventually. “We dating now?”

      I took a drag of the joint, held it in my chest along with my silent laugh before breathing out.

      “Is it weird if I feel like we’re sort of past that already? Even though we’ve never been on a date?”

      Mal huffed out a half-chuckle. “No. No, that’s what I was thinking, too.”

      “Guess spending five years staring at each other inside a bar is enough lead in.”

      “Hey, I was always working.” She yanked the joint away from my hand. “You were doing most of the staring.”

      “You liked it, though.”

      “Fuck yeah I did.” She took a long puff. “I would’ve dated the shit out of you, though,” she said after a moment. “If we met when we were younger.”

      I shook my head.

      “Nah.” I waved her off when she offered the joint back to me. “I mean, I’m sure you would have. But I wasn’t really built for dating when I was younger. I would’ve fallen in love with you and left.” I stared out at the crashing waves. “For most of my life, leaving’s been the only thing I was really good at.”

      Mal made a vague noise of dissent.

      “I don’t know,” she murmured. “I mean, I know you’re always leaving for your job. I know I never quite know when you’re gonna show up. But I don’t know.” I looked back at her. The sun shone on her face, made her standard steely expression seem golden and warm. “Still feels like you’ve been the most consistent part of my life, these days.”

      I stared at her for a beat before taking the joint back and turning toward the ocean.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Same.”

      “Although,” I glanced at her again out of the corner of my eye as her voice turned thoughtful. Tentative. “Can I ask you something?” I nodded. “Why now?” A slight pause. “And why did you leave last Pride?”

      I reached forward, put the joint in the ashtray on the railing. Something tugged at my gut. Shame. Surprise, maybe. It was vulnerable of Mal to ask, and Mal didn’t show vulnerability very often. Which meant it must have actually hurt her.

      Shit.

      “I was too much of a coward last Pride,” I admitted. I was suddenly glad we were talking about this. I wanted to talk about all of it. Let five years of tension escape out of my system. “I didn’t want to lose you, and I didn’t think I deserved you.”

      Mal made a sound of disbelief in her throat.

      “I’m gone half the time, Mal. More than half the time. You deserve better than that.” Before she could protest, I went on. “Except…I turned fifty last month—”

      “What the hell, June. I didn’t know. Happy birthday.”

      I laughed a little. “Yeah. Anyway, my doctor told me that I probably need to retire soon. What with this job wrecking my body over the decades, apparently.”

      Mal nodded. “Relatable.”

      “I’m hoping I still have a year or two in me.” It sounded wistful, leaving my lips. Because it was. I wouldn’t miss the suits. But I’d miss the road. “The turning fifty thing spooked me, though. Made me realize I was tired of waiting, of not showing you what I felt. That I need a next act.” I shrugged. “I’m yours, Mal. And I don’t know what you want that to look like, if you want to go back to just seeing each other at Moonie’s after tonight, or if you want more. I’m still afraid I don’t have enough to offer you, but…” I bit my lip, struggling now to vocalize the future I wanted. “But I guess I want more than Moonie’s.”

      “How much more than Moonie’s?” Mal’s voice sounded...I didn’t know. Uncertain. I tried not to let disappointment show on my face before I answered.

      “However much you’d give me, Mal.”

      She was quiet for a long time. Long enough that I started envisioning future mornings, alone in my apartment, staring sentimentally at my Rockaway Beach mug.

      I almost jolted in my seat when Mal finally spoke again.

      “Here’s the thing, June.” She’d sat straighter in her seat, shoulders squared. “I’m just a bartender. I’m only ever going to be a bartender. I need you to know that.”

      I turned in my chair to stare at her.

      “Mal,” I said slowly, “I’m sorry, but—what the hell are you talking about?”

      She wouldn’t meet my eye, jaw clenched as she stared ahead at the beach. She released a sigh through her nose.

      “My last relationship was with this woman Olivia,” she started. “We dated for six years. I thought we were endgame, you know?”

      I nodded, even though I didn’t. I’d never dated anyone for longer than six months. The only endgame I’d ever wanted was with Mal. And it’d taken me almost a half-century to find her.

      “She was this real boss femme.” Mal’s lips gentled, that small smile threatening to appear again. I tried my hardest to not want to pummel this Olivia person. “Hot as shit.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “She worked in advertising downtown, and she’d make comments sometimes, about seeing jobs I might want to try for. And I’d always be like, come on, Liv, you know I don’t want that anymore. Because I did actually use my degree for a while, in my twenties, but,” Mal shifted in her chair. “I didn’t like it. It wasn’t what I expected, even though my professors in college had tried to warn me about what it would be like. I wanted to do science, build things, and it was all paperwork and permits and politics and fucking waiting to accomplish anything and—” She shook her head. “It was also a lot of pressure. What if the things we built failed? Killed someone? And I hated sucking up to other people in the office, the whole professional thing. One of my bosses was this racist, sexist, homophobic dick, but he’d been there forever, so I knew no one was ever going to do anything about it, and it ate at me. I was never meant to exist in an office, I think. Which made me feel like I was just being a whiner about the whole thing. But I hated not being myself.”

      I nodded. This was the longest I’d ever heard Mal talk at once, and I was fascinated. Certainly understood what she was saying. It sounded fucking awful.

      “It was Britt who finally convinced me I could quit, that it wouldn’t mean I was weak if it was making me miserable. Started bartending soon after that. I liked it. I could be myself, and leave at the end of the night and not have to bring any of it home with me. It was good money. Not as good as engineering, obviously, but the one good thing about that horrible engineering job was that it’d already made me enough to buy my own house, pay off some of my student debt. Which was fucking lucky,” she added after a slight pause, “considering what the housing market’s like now. And student loans, for that matter.”

      I nodded again. A nightmare.

      “Anyway, so by the time Olivia came around, I was real settled, but she kept trying to convince me I’d just had a tough time at a shitty firm, that there were lots of other options for me. And I’d try to tell her I was happy doing what I was doing, and she’d eventually sigh and say I know, I know, and we’d kiss and make up and it was good.”

      Mal paused again here, and I stared steadfastly at the sea. Trying not to picture whatever good entailed for Mal and Olivia.

      “But,” Mal breathed out, “One day she gets this job in Seattle. Wants me to go with her. And I don’t know, maybe if she’d phrased it differently…but she said, this’ll finally be your chance, to get out of that fucking bar. She had this whole list of jobs for me to apply to up there, wanted to work on my resumé. And I was like, maybe I don’t want to get out of that fucking bar. Maybe I don’t want to work on my fucking resumé. Maybe I don’t want to move to Seattle.”

      Mal shrugged.

      “So she left. Honestly, she didn’t even seem all that sad about it, when she realized I was serious.”

      I waited a minute, to make sure she was done.

      “Mal.” I struggled to keep my voice even. “Tell me not to drive to Seattle and do something bad to Olivia.”

      Not that I ever would. Seeing how my mom and dad treated each other—how they treated themselves—had made me despise violence from an early age. But I felt the sentiment, anyway, on a deep level.

      Mal huffed out another half-laugh. “That’s exactly what Britt said. Man, Britt is going to love meeting you.”

      The anger left my body then, replaced by something warm and unexpected filling my chest. I hadn’t thought about that yet, for some reason. Meeting Britt. Maybe because I’d never gotten close enough to anyone else in the past to meet their family, to be introduced to siblings and friends. But I was already imagining it, just as I had imagined flying to Texas over breakfast, when Mal had talked about her mom. Pictured hanging out with Britt. And Cam. And whatever other friends Mal wanted to introduce me to.

      It had just been a really long time. Since I’d had a family.

      I cleared my throat, shifting my knee back and forth. “Mal,” I started again, “You know who you’re talking to, right? I’m a truck driver, for fuck’s sakes. I’d be yours whether you were a bartender or a CEO.” I paused. “I like you more as a bartender, though.”

      Mal laughed quietly again, but it was natural this time, a real laugh.

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “I’m just saying. It turns me on that you’re good at what you do, that you care about that fucking place. It’s a good place.”

      Mal snorted. “I don’t care about it that much. Management is shit.”

      I smirked. Let it slide for now. “What I mean is, I only care about what makes you happy, Mal. And anyone who doesn’t is a piece a shit.”

      “Yeah.” Mal sighed. “I just…I don’t know. Had to say something anyway. Which is embarrassing, probably, but whatever.”

      “Nah, I get it.” I picked the joint back up, took another drag before offering it to Mal again. She took it. “Someone fucks you up, it lasts a while.”

      She took a long puff before nodding.

      “Okay,” she said, voice confident again, all Mal. “Now you know that I’m fully a bartender. And I can tell you what bullshit it is, the you not having a lot to offer me thing.”

      My shoulders tensed.

      “I want more than Moonie’s too, June,” she went on. “But like I said before. I don’t care that you’re gone so much.”

      “Maybe I do,” I said quietly. “You deserve—”

      “Listen,” Mal cut me off. “I’ve been thinking on this since I woke up in your truck. Maybe us being together doesn’t have to look like other relationships.” She paused. “Shit, June. Did you really think I’d need you at my every beck and call?”

      “I—“ I scratched at the back of my head. Shit. She was right. Mal  didn’t need a keeper. I’d just—

      “Not that I wouldn’t want you at my beck and call,” Mal clarified with a grin. “But honestly, June, after Olivia left, I sort of got used to being alone. I like being alone, most of the time, these days.” She shrugged. “It suits me.”

      “Yeah.” My voice came out rough. I felt both comforted and confused. “Me too.”

      “It’d be nice,” Mal said, voice turning thoughtful, “to have your number now. Be able to check in with you while you’re on the road.” She smiled at the thought, a real smile. “But even that, I don’t need, if you don’t want checking up on. I’m good at waiting for you, June.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Hell,” she squinted out at the beach. “You could even sleep with other people, if you wanted to, while you’re away. As long as you came back to me.”

      I blew out a breath. “I don’t do that much these days.”

      “Aw, come on.” She turned her head to smirk at me. “I bet you meet lots of pretty waitresses on the road.”

      Goddammit. Mal Edwards was making me blush.

      “Well,” I said. “The same would go for you, then. God, Mal. I’m sure you have endless choices, at Moonie’s.”

      She shook her head, sharp and quick. “I don’t sleep with my customers.” I held my tongue, but she must have heard my silent laughter anyway. “Ah, hell.” She rolled her eyes. “You don’t count.”

      I let my chuckle escape.

      “You could, though,” I said. “Fair’s fair.”

      “No.” She settled back into her chair, shoulders easing. “I stand by what I said for you, but I’m good.”

      A memory from when I first walked into Moonie’s last night resurfaced.

      “All right,” I turned in my chair, grinning. “That woman from last night who you said sang ‘All Along the Watchtower,’ in the corner with the tank top. One of the best things you’d ever seen, you said. You’re telling me if she came on to you, you’d turn her down.”

      Mal let out a low whistle, but her eyes were grinning, too. “Out of my league.”

      I put a hand to my chest. “I’m wounded.”

      She rolled her eyes again. “June. You’re out of my league, too.”

      I laughed out loud. God, this woman was so full of shit. She was out of all of our leagues.

      But then Mal shifted a bit in her seat, stuck her hands in the pockets of her hoodie. That uncomfortable look came over her again.

      “I’m actually…really not attracted to that many people. Normally have to get to know them a little first.” Mal shrugged. “You’re the only person I’ve been attracted to in five years, June.”

      Ah. Okay. “All right,” I nodded.

      “You shouldn’t let that influence your choices though,” she said with an awkward wave of a hand, before she stuck it back in her sweatshirt. “I trust you, and what, you know, you said.”

      “That I’m yours?” I grinned again. I wasn’t used to someone making me blush, but I liked the look on Mal.

      “Yeah. That.”

      “Good.”

      I almost told her she really didn’t have to even worry about it, that I didn’t plan on sleeping with anyone else now. But after I thought on it a minute—well, probably shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      I turned back toward the ocean. Took in a deep breath. It was good, I knew, that we were talking about all this. And I was glad—more than glad—that Mal was good with how things were. But I knew I had to put it all out there, before we truly started this thing.

      “What I’m actually—” My voice cracked a little, and I stopped, cleared my throat. Tried again. “What I’m actually most scared about is what happens when I stop being gone all the time.” I bounced my knee. “I’m used to the road, Mal. I’m used to being alone, too. I don’t—” I spread out my hands in front of me. “I know my GP’s right. I can’t keep going forever. But I don’t know what I’m going to do when I’m not trucking anymore.”

      Mal surprised me then. She reached out and took my hand.

      She didn’t say anything, just wrapped our fingers together. Rubbed her thumb along the side of my palm. Even though we’d just done what we’d done in there, inside the hotel room, we hadn’t done this yet, not even while we were watching the sun rise. It felt good.

      “Fuck,” I said. “I’m going to have to find a hobby.”

      And then I laughed. The joy of it spread, nice and slow, through my bones.

      “Maybe you could move in,” Mal said, and the laugh faded out of my mouth as I looked at her. She looked calm, serene. She glanced back at me and shrugged. “You could fix all my shit. I’m actually pretty bad at house shit. I like the science of fixing shit, just not the actual…fixing.” She laughed a little at herself. “And my house is pretty old. You could remodel my bathroom.”

      I laughed along with her. God, that sounded…wonderful.

      “All right,” I agreed. And then, furrowing my brow, trying to be serious about it, I shared the only other thing I’d thought of. “I know engines, too. I was thinking I could learn some more about detailing, too, maybe. Refurbish old trucks.”

      I realized Mal was laughing even harder now.

      “What?” I frowned.

      “June,” she laughed. “You are such a fucking dyke.”

      I dropped my hand from hers to shove her in the shoulder.

      “Fuck you.” But I was laughing too. “Fine. What are your hobbies, Mal Edwards?”

      She only hesitated a second.

      “I like embroidery,” she said. “Cross-stitch.”

      I froze, staring at her.

      “You’re fucking with me.”

      “Am not.” Mal sounded indignant, frowning at me. I’d never been happier in my life. “Fuck off, June. It’s calming as hell.”

      I loved her. I loved her so much.

      “And gardening,” she added, still a little huffy. “Even though you already knew that.” I nodded. I did. And then, more annoyed than ever, she said, “I can’t believe I showed you my roses that night, last Pride, and you still left.”

      My smile dropped an inch. “They looked like great roses,” I offered.

      “You’re goddamn right they are,” she said.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised.

      Mal made a small, approving hum. “I know you will,” she said, quiet. And then, “You know, June, you can still go out on the road, after you retire.”

      I raised an eyebrow. She gestured toward the water. Toward the world outside this balcony.

      “You can still travel. Go places. Be restless when you’re tired of being still. Just without anyone tracking your miles. Only reporting to yourself.”

      I rubbed a hand over my mouth, stared out at the ocean. I wasn’t a big crier, but my eyes felt hot, right then. It sounded better than I could imagine, honestly. And it wasn’t that I hadn’t thought that same thought, myself.

      But it had never made me feel as assured, somehow, before, as when Mal suggested it now. It had only left me feeling a little hollow. A little tired. I’d already been so many places. Maybe I really did need settling down, for once.

      “Would you go with me, sometimes?”

      “Of course I would, June.” Her voice was soft now. Tender. The pressure behind my eyes got worse.

      Yeah. That felt different. The idea of being restless with Mal. When I needed to.

      “All right,” I said. “Okay.”

      We were quiet again then.

      I watched the waves roll in. The children playing in the sand below us. Felt the drugs wrap around my brain, seep into my muscles.

      Time stretched. I felt wondrous and grounded; tired and awe-inspiringly lucky.

      And then, at some point minutes or hours later, “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” came on my speaker.

      I felt the grin stretch wide across my face before I could stop it.

      “Hey Mal,” I said.

      “Hmm?”

      I looked over and realized Mal had maybe been sleeping. She blinked at me, eyes blurry. I cheesed even harder.

      “You remember when you asked me what I would sing, if I ever sang, back at Moonie’s?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s true that I never came to Moonie’s to sing. But I did picture something else, every time I was there.”

      Mal lifted a sleepy eyebrow.

      “I liked to picture dancing with you.”

      The smile that curled onto Mal’s face was one I’d never seen before, even after our post-sex high, even throughout this miraculous day. This smile was marijuana and just-woke-up inspired, no room to hide. Slow and unfiltered. The first time I’d seen Mal look as soft on the outside as I knew she was on the inside.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Not like the queers at Moonie’s normally dance, but.” I stood then, taking a moment to grab the railing and gather my balance as the blood rushed to my head. After a second, I straightened my back, stretched out my neck. And held out my hand.

      “Mal Edwards,” I said solemnly. “Would you dance with me?”

      Mal stared at me.

      “Here?” she said. “Now?” She looked over at my speaker. “To this?”

      I laughed at that. “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” was highly danceable, of course, but it was almost over by this point. I was sure my phone would shuffle to something more typically me next, something slightly melancholy, something I dreamed of holding Mal Edwards to.

      And as if, once again, the universe was watching out for me, what shuffled on next was “Into the Mystic.”

      “Yeah,” I said softly, hand still reaching out in the air between us. “Here. To this.”

      Mal lumbered up then. I dropped my hand so we could both push our plastic chairs into the corner of the small balcony, one stacked on top of the other for optimal room. I turned up the volume of the music a few clicks.

      And then I wrapped an arm around Mal’s back. Tangled the fingers of my free hand into hers again. Pressed my cheek against her cheek. And slowly but surely, we swayed, shuffling in a small circle to Van Morrison while the sea breeze swept across our skin.
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      Well, this was ridiculous.

      I mean. It wasn’t bad, shuffling around this little balcony with June. But it was definitely ridiculous. On our third or fourth slow turn, I saw a dude a few balconies away, staring at us. He nodded when he caught me staring back, lifting the beer in his hand as if in greeting.

      “That dude’s looking at us,” I grunted.

      June merely hummed against my cheek. “Seems cool,” she said. And annoyingly, he did. On our next turn, I saw he wasn’t looking at us anymore, simply leaning on his own railing, looking out at the beach. “Maybe he’s a Van fan, too.”

      I huffed a small laugh. A few seconds later, June’s arm that was wrapped around my back tightened slightly.

      “So,” she started, voice tentative, “say I get good at fixing up old trucks and remodeling your house, when I retire. And we travel, sometimes.”

      I nodded, my nose brushing against her hair.

      “What if it turns out we are better at being alone? At having distance?” I felt her swallow, the working of her jaw against mine. “What if when we’re actually around each other all the time…we annoy the shit out of each other?”

      I tightened my own arm against her spine. Clearly June needed some last reassurance on this. I had to make it clear.

      “It’s true,” I said slowly, “that I like being alone. But with you…it’s different. Like we can still be alone, but together.”

      I felt her nod, small but there.

      “And we don’t actually have to move in together, you know.”

      “No,” she said immediately. “My apartment’s a piece of shit. I want your old house and your roses.”

      Jesus, June was romantic. It kept throwing me off. I couldn’t believe I was fucking dancing with her while we were having this conversation. I made myself focus.

      “All right, then. We could have separate rooms, if you wanted. You could just knock on my door whenever you wanted to get off.”

      Thank god, this made her laugh.

      “N0,” she said. “I would definitely want you in my bed every night.”

      I grunted my agreement.

      “All right, then. In that case, just tell me to get the hell out of your face whenever you need room, June. I’ll do the same.”

      “You promise?”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      I felt her body ease against mine.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Good.”

      The song changed then. “Into the Mystic” transitioned into an old cover of Bruce Springsteen’s “Atlantic City.” June let out a little laugh against my scalp.

      “What?”

      “Just love this song,” she said. A moment later she shifted her head back, lifted my hand, the one holding hers, to her lips. Kissed the side of my wrist. Swayed me around the balcony a little harder.

      Romantic as shit.

      “I never actually spent that much time in Atlantic City, when I was a kid,” she said, smiling at me now as we shuffled around the worn wooden slats. “But I did take quite a few trips to Asbury Park. Wrong Bruce album, but, you know.”

      “Yeah?” I blinked at her, grateful for this return to reality. I had almost floated away there for a second, what with the wrist kissing and the wind playing with June’s hair. And all that weed we’d smoked. I was definitely blaming the weed.

      “Yeah. The concert hall there was epic. God, the whole place was epic, really, the boardwalk, the Stone Pony down the street. But Convention Hall is this old ass building right on the beach.” June shook her head, a sentimental look on her face. “It was kind of gritty, you know, like everything in Jersey is kind of gritty, but it was also…I don’t know. Our version of regal.” She grinned a lopsided grin. Her glasses did that signature shift on her face. “My childhood was pretty shit, in general, but god, I saw some good shows in Asbury Park.” She looked out at the water again. “I haven’t been back in a long time. But I can’t say I wouldn’t go back to Jersey to see a concert at Convention Hall again.”

      I stopped whatever weird sway-shuffle we were doing. Dropped my hand from her back.

      “Oh.” I brought my hands to my head. June frowned.

      “Hey,” she said. “Everything all right?”

      “I forgot,” I said.

      I turned and walked back into the hotel room, leaving June confused behind me.

      I had to stop and steady myself on the dresser when I stumbled inside. Shit. I had felt safe, steady, wrapped in June’s arms, but now that I was moving on my own again, the joint hit me full-force. Fuck. I hadn’t been stoned in a long time.

      Okay. Focus. I could do this. June had done all this for me. I couldn’t believe I forgot.

      I rifled through my bag. Attempted to walk back out to the balcony in a straight line.

      “Here.” I shoved the tickets at June’s hands. I squinted into the distance. God, it was bright out here. I wanted to hide my face in her face again.

      June stared at the tickets for a minute, the slight crease in her forehead slowly fading.

      I realized I should be saying something.

      “Um,” I said. “Your plan was this, apparently.” I gestured around us. “My plan was that.” I nodded at the concert tickets. “If you want to go. If you’re able to go, if you’re not on a job.”

      June was still staring at the tickets. But a grin was on her face now.

      “I love Brandi,” she said quietly.

      “Oh,” I said. “Right.” Guess I should have confirmed that. “Good.”

      “I love The Gorge,” she said next.

      “Fuck,” I said. “Who doesn’t?” I was so stoned. She was still wearing that pink tank top. I was going to lose it.

      “I love you,” she said.

      “Oh,” I said again.

      “You bought me concert tickets,” she said, looking up from the tickets to look me in the eye before I could say anything better back.

      “You brought me to the ocean,” I said. “You win.”

      “That’s true.” She looked down at the tickets again. “I do win.”

      Then she stuck them in her back pocket. Wrapped her arms around me again, started our shuffle-sway back up, easy and smooth. Thank god. It was entirely possible I would have fallen into the railing if she hadn’t.

      “I can’t wait,” she whispered into my ear. I also couldn’t wait. To take a really long nap, soon. To order a pizza from that place across the street. To fuck June again. To bring her to Cam’s next barbecue. To have her remodel my bathroom. Oh my god, she was going to do such a good job, I already knew it. I really lucked out here, somehow.

      She squeezed me even harder. Sighed into my ear. She kept doing breathy things at my ear like that, I’d move the fucking her again thing higher up on my list.

      “This song,” she said, and I realized the song had changed again. I wasn’t sure I recognized it. It felt like the only thing I’d ever recognize again was how it felt to dance with June. “‘Holiday Inn.’ Elton John,” June filled in, as if she’d heard my thoughts. “I listened to this song—this whole album—over and over again, when I drove away from Jersey for the first time, when I was eighteen.”

      I’d learned so much about June in the last twenty-four hours. I felt lightheaded with it. Wanted to hear her tell me things about her life for the rest of my own.

      “I love you, too,” I said, belatedly. I added, “I feel like I’ve maybe been in love with you for a long time.”

      “Me too, Mal,” she said. I tried to listen to the song harder, all the strings, Elton John’s young voice. Pictured June driving away from Jersey to it, taking charge of her own life. “Me too.”

      Things all mixed together, after that. The end of the song, the song after that, the sound of the waves crashing on the shore, the seagulls calling overhead. The heat and softness of June’s body next to mine. The color of the sand and the water, the color of June’s smiling eyes, a kaleidoscope of earth tones and strong, steady things. When she eventually took my hand and led me back inside, I could only think one thing. That this was what it actually felt like, then.

      Endgame.

      I couldn’t wait to tell Britt.
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