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      :: Author's Note ::
    

    
      If you’re reading this, welcome back to Lucifer’s world.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 01: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      “SO OTHERS MAY LIVE!," we recruits roared in unison to the instructors' favorite question, all except The Lawyer, who didn’t bother trying. We ran side-by-side at the back of the pack that late morning, the smooth gravel crunching under our pounding feet in the Florida Panhandle swamps. The dense marshland muffled our shared agony and the thunderous roar of the Blue Angels overhead. By then, half our class had dropped out after the grueling first two weeks. Our relentless disciplinarians set a triple-time pace, pushing us to the breaking point to weed out the weak. Other instructors trailed meters behind, each handpicked from the Navy to cull the unfit and train the rest. Falling behind wasn’t an option, and even The Lawyer’s deep voice couldn’t keep the rhythm. Soon, he’d break the silence between us.
    

    
      The Lawyer, a former attorney at a firm before enlisting, charmed even the stoic instructors with his humor and unusual background. During chow, someone asked why he didn’t pursue an officer’s path with his advanced degree. His reply: “I’d rather make a real difference than just pretend to.” That day, I stood taller, proud of my choice to pursue a career as an enlisted man, a non-officer’s billet unlike other spec-ops routes. He exuded the pedigree I aspired to.
    

    
      We endured in silence, never fully bonding, but moved to the next stage together: Aviation Rescue Swimmer School. When my name was called after Aircrew School graduation to join the hopeful Search and Rescue Crewmen, I stood next to The Lawyer, assigned to the same class. His scoff and eye-roll seared into my memory. Like everyone else who’d belittled me, especially after my face was scarred, he seemed no different. I’d foolishly romanticized him as a potential friend, especially since he was a decade older. I felt naive for hoping.
    

    
      That fateful day, panting shoulder-to-shoulder with me, he spoke directly for the first time, his voice humble. “You’re strong,” he sputtered, his face caked in sand and muck from earlier drills, staring at me awkwardly as he stumbled. “None of us thought you’d make it this far.”
    

    
      Stunned, I only nodded, shocked he spoke at all. Then he stopped, succumbing to his pain like others before him. I watched the broken man admit defeat, but not before confessing I was everyone’s lowest expectation.
    

    
      Shouts erupted from the instructors when The Lawyer halted. Uncharacteristically, our lead instructor stopped our depleted group to witness his withdrawal. As the berating continued, a few classmates cheered him on, urging him to catch up. Seconds later, an instructor barked the only question that mattered: “Why are you here?”
    

    
      There’s one acceptable answer, and he stayed silent, like others before him. The Lawyer was directed to trudge through the swamp to the paved road, awaiting the duty van.
    

    
      “What do you know?” the lead instructor taunted, then shouted so The Lawyer could hear, “WHY THE FUCK ARE YOU ALL HERE?”
    

    
      “SO OTHERS MAY LIVE!” I roared louder than anyone.
    

    
      His words, his story. The Lawyer’s identity carries this stain forever. Yet, he called me strong, out loud, as no one else had. Those words were sacred, earned only by those who persevered. Truth is rare in my memories, and his compliment, an apology of sorts, became my greatest motivator these past years, shaping me into the naval aviator I am today.
    

    
      But all that drive is gone now. Why keep proving everyone wrong? Would Jessica even care about this story? I’ve never shared it with anyone.
    

    
      I should have told her about The Lawyer a couple of nights ago when she asked, “So what motivates you?” It was the perfect moment to be authentic, but I couldn’t. I regret lashing out at a lonely housewife and new mother; her shocked vulnerability haunts me. I should have revealed my truth, shown her my motivations are ugly and nonsensical: to prove I’m stronger than a lawyer whose name I’ve forgotten.
    

    
      My face burned with rage, but a bitter regret washed over me moments later and the weight of my own cowardice felt suffocating. I scorched Jessica with my opinions about our secret friendship, her marriage, her using me to sabotage it further, her trivial complaints—all fixable nonsense. “Is this a blonde thing?” I mocked, throwing her question back: “What motivates you?” She froze, astonished, as I stormed out of her car, infuriated, while she tried to justify herself. Embarrassment hit minutes later; it was all projection. I’m done with this life.
    

    
      I thought I’d never see Jessica again, but I was wrong. After that night, with no contact since, I figured she’d avoid the gym—my refuge until she invited herself weeks ago. Yet, tonight, an hour ago, she showed up, hit her favorite treadmill, and ignored me. For good reason. Tomorrow, I’ll be free from these burdens, including the “so others may live” mantra. I expect my choice to shed those who see me as a whipping boy will be met with silent cheers and loud ridicule.
    

    
      A Marine’s grunt from a heavy dumbbell set jolts me back to the present and he looks like an idiot my sister used to scam. I was lost, staring at my calloused hands, hunched in thought about my next move until Jessica stops her surprisingly long jog in her favorite spot, forgetting that no matter where I turn, I have problems. Or at least, I won't have them for much longer.
    

    
      I’ll miss this sanctuary of Marines, dedicated to the iron, who keep to themselves. It doesn’t matter if Jessica stays. The dominoes are set for my escape from responsibility, but with her here, I need to smooth things over, find peace in letting go. We’ll likely both apologize for wasting each other’s time, then I’ll exit.
    

    
      Next, I’ll confront my crude family, the disrespectful ones who deserve their report card shoved in their faces. This is their last month of free rent at my villa; I’m done with them. I’m tired of tiptoeing around Asia, foolishly believing her meth addiction was over. She’s stolen from me and everyone else, and I won’t take her “no” anymore. I’m ready for her shouting and cursing, armed with only her child as leverage. Our mother enables her behavior to avoid scrutiny herself, fostering an unacceptable pattern that won’t change. They’ve harbored anti-male sentiments yet tricked me into thinking their chaotic past was gone, claiming “Jesus through God’s grace” had purified them. Despite doubts, I gave in when they reappeared, needing a place for Asia’s son, Kai. With my second deployment six weeks away at that time, I rented a spacious villa on Kaneohe Bay, hoping their newfound demeanor would last, especially for Kai, who has Down syndrome.
    

    
      But after my seven-month, career-ending deployment, I returned to a trashed villa. They’d reverted to their old ways, embracing their “moke” street identities with more tattoos and less teeth, recounting outrageous stories to prove their credibility, treating the villa like garbage. Kai was the only reason they stayed; otherwise, I’d have kicked them to the streets they claimed to miss, as if those were “the good ol’ days.” Asia knows I adore Kai’s sweet face; he wants nothing more than to sit beside me when I walk through the door. His smudged smile is my only company. I’ll miss him on my lap, watching terrible cartoons, sharing our love for peanut butter pretzels. I hope Asia or Mom finds someone kind to provide him shelter, food, and love.
    

    
      After serving their eviction notice tonight, with thirty days until they’re unsheltered, it’s all downhill. I’ll drive back to base tonight, request a barracks room, and stay as long as I can while my family leaves my life forever. I’ll sleep in late, already feeling free from my golden wings—my old dreams and aspirations—left on the Senior Chief’s desk. He’ll likely smile, thinking he’s won, but I’ll smile too, knowing true victory is mine. The Lawyer showed me those who doubted my strength were right about me. I’ve considered every variable: a win-win-win. I escape the squadron’s awkward vibe as their longest-serving sacrificial lamb from an unfortunate event, and Senior doesn’t have to see me.
    

    
      Knowing Senior though, he’ll spin my quitting into a hindrance deserving more brutality. Either way, I’m smiling. I look forward to this final domino falling, sculpting a future for myself alone, a memory worth keeping—caring for myself more than others, as is the norm, apparently.
    

    
      Senior will likely exile me to a random ship in Pearl Harbor, but it’ll be heavenly compared to being his whipping boy since my demotion six months ago. Any other duty station will do for my final year of service. I’ll embrace mediocrity, buried in books I’ve meant to read. The less visible I am, the more I heal. A clean slate ensures others live happier without me.
    

    
      But Jessica is the first domino. I can’t leave her with my harsh words, and I’m sure she’s here to apologize for dumping her life on me. Nausea pulses through me, a clammy tingle from sleepless nights, as I rise. I plead for adrenaline to get through this talk, then I’ll deal with Asia and Mom. The next domino.
    

    
      Grabbing a dumbbell to replace, I glance at Jessica’s corner. She’s sprinting, her face drenched and determined, a focus I never expected. The redhead beside her stares, fixated on Jessica’s relentless pace, like she’s fleeing a wolf. My attention shifts to the redhead—Diana?
    

    
      My heart stops. Awestruck, I tilt my head, caught in delusion. Her stride, the certainty in her unique gait—it’s Diana? It can’t be her. I move like a bird, feet locked, angling to scope her out, setting the dumbbell down. I study every movement, gesture, her profile, her grin, still turned away. My skin dries, my heart retreats—it’s surely Diana.
    

    
      Panic washes over me. What’s she doing on base? Is she married to someone stationed here? Is her man with her in this gym? Has she been on this island all along, our paths crossing now? I can’t face this, not with Jessica beside her.
    

    
      My heart hammers as I grab my towel and water canister, abandoning my weights. Every fiber screams to stay calm, to seem nonchalant, as I head for the exit. I need to escape before Diana’s eyes find me, before I lose it and yell at her for everything she’s done.
    

    
      I slip out of the gym without incident, a small victory. The confrontation is avoided, for now. My heart won’t slow as I step into the parking lot and dive into my car. I sit, engine off, the air thick with questions. I try to process what I saw, to reconcile that a random redhead in my gym might be the ghost I thought I’d buried.
    

    
      “Is this real,” I whisper to the empty car, “or a cruel, sleep-deprived hallucination?” Shaking my head, a dry laugh escapes at the absurdity. My headache, dulled by pills, must be fading. My gaze drifts to the car’s ceiling, a plea forming. “Please, God,” I mutter, barely audible, “help me out for once. Can you manage that?” The question hangs, unanswered, as I grip the steering wheel, knuckles white, Diana’s new look seared into my mind.
    

    
      A moth flaps into a parking lot light to my left, throwing itself against the barrier, heedless of its safety in pursuit of the glow. If the glass were gone, it’d be consumed by the bulb’s heat—a tragic metaphor for my condition.
    

    
      A slight calm settles over me. I’ve been here before; déjà vu hits. I know what’s next. My body moves autonomously, eyes fixed on the steering wheel. The gym door opens behind me. In the rearview mirror, Jessica emerges, as I’ve seen before. I’m supposed to signal with a double tap on the brakes. She sees it, takes a step, but her face shows her decision.
    

    
      The déjà vu fades. Jessica turns, darting to her SUV, away from me, showing my worth—like she lacks the time or courage to make things right or let me apologize in person. I feel… better? Am I giggling?
    

    
      An ease I haven’t felt in ages washes over me, like everything will resolve without effort. Our parting was inevitable anyway, and I’m grateful for her cowardly exit. I’m not worth her effort to explain. She gave me the quick closure I needed; she doesn’t want my apology, and I don’t need to give one.
    

    
      She rushed away, and I wish everyone would. We were never meant to be friends, especially not in scandalous secrecy. Watching her drive off, I wonder if I’ll ever make a friend or make a difference in a world I want to abandon. As her car’s sound fades, it hits me: this could be the sign I asked God for, to make my life easier.
    

    
      Ha! Nonsense.
    

    
      “God, can you make my life easier again? Maybe get rid of all the women in my life without my effort. I’ll wait here all night,” I call out to a God who might finally listen, begging for another rare win. I know there’s no creator, but I’m tired and crave peace.
    

    
      With a deep breath, I find comfort in solitude, content. My gaze locks on the gym doors through the rearview mirror, ready to catch any details about Diana when she emerges.
    

  
    
      Chapter 02: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      For Faye! There’s no turning back. My mind’s made up, and I won’t be swayed by Chad’s hushed tantrums anymore. He’ll understand why he’s failing as a husband and father. “I knew this was a phase,” he snarked when I mentioned maybe quitting the gym after being embarrassed at my performance. I’ve been making him eat those words since. 
    

    
      The treadmill’s hum and my feet’s steady thump fill my ears as I remove my earphones. I’m exhausted, ready to smash Chad’s barriers. I’m done with his coldness reserved for me. I’m hungry, desperate, armed with proof of who he really is and why he should be more than just a breadwinner. I’m beyond done being silent. 
    

    
      Chad’s duplicity torments me and he’s not the man I married. Alone, his moods swing wildly, and lately, he attacks my self-worth with cutting remarks about my weight and unattractiveness, pushing me to my breaking point. His deployment changed him; his silence suffocates me, driving me to prove him wrong. His rage, tempered only around his coworkers—his only friends—is the only time he seems normal. I dread the reality of becoming gossip fodder within his clique, our family torn apart, our normalcy shattered, but he leaves me no choice. This civil war has been Chad always on the offense, brewing for almost a year from unanswered questions. Until now, I didn’t know how to demand answers, letting his rudeness and childish riddles fill the silence. I started running to reclaim control over this weight I’ve gained eight months after giving birth. Now and hereafter, I go on the offense and act for Faye’s freedom from her father’s decline. 
    

    
      Faye deserves the best, watching a father who barely touches her, let alone shares in her first moments. I can’t share her milestones with him; he doesn’t care about her little personality. He’s missing out on her, and he’ll miss out on both if he doesn’t fully change tonight. 
    

    
      What is my fault though is that I dragged Fenix into our melodrama, thinking he had a beef with Chad. Ugh. I need to apologize to Fenix before my anger spills over. I grab my towel that shields the judgmental digital numbers that display my pathetic stamina, and wipe my face. I’ve barely lasted forty minutes up until now, yet I gaze in shock; the timer shows a full hour is within reach. “59:01” flashes. .02. .03. I stride as tall as my 5’2” frame allows, head high, savoring my reflection in the gym mirror from across this old hangar for the first time. I’m vindicated, having poured sweat, tears, and snot into this treadmill these past weeks. Tonight marks my last time on this torture device and I’m less than one minute away from one full hour! My fate’s set, and I’m not even breathing hard. 
    

    
      The gym’s double doors open, and it’s her! My redheaded critic, Ms Red, enters and her faded dyed hair is still bright enough to light up the room of men. This night isn’t just fate; it’s my moment to show conviction. She won’t see the pitiful spectacle I gave her my first day on this intimidating machine.
    

    
      Frantically tapping the button, I crank the speed to my limit, teetering on collapse. I feel her eyes as I surge forward. Like before, she picks the treadmill beside mine, despite plenty of others free. Oh, she wants a show? I’ll give her one. 
    

    
      My heart races, her presence invading my space, but I won’t falter. I’m fierce, delivering a performance of a lifetime. My body surges, chasing transcendence in these final seconds, ignoring my lungs and legs begging for mercy. The clock crawls as I peek; thirty seconds to nirvana. My legs threaten rebellion, but I focus on the tempo. The agony’s unbearable, so I release my controlled breathing. 
    

    
      Each forceful inhale and exhale reclaims my space, tapping unknown strength. I feign indifference to the time as adrenaline drowns out any distraction. A smile tugs at my lips through the final seconds. 57...58...59. Victory! 
    

    
      Feigning poise, I hit the stop button, the machine slowing. Each inhale is sweet relief. I stand erect, gripping the chest bar, on the brink of collapse but vowing not to show weakness. I’ll collapse in my car soon but not here. I glance at the mirror, catching her astonished face—exactly what I needed. 
    

    
      This triumph is my mic drop to all my haughty critics like her who mocked me that first day. I showed up and crushed it. She can choke on her assumptions. I needed this win in a year of losses. Miss Red’s bested, a sign my redemption is near. 
    

    
      With a feigned nonchalance to hide my excitement, I walk upon the treadmill I finally bested on my last night here, breathing steadying with effort in the victory. My gym journey began with Miss Red watching me struggle; her audible snark now ends as a silent, envious gaze.
    

    
      Fenix pranked me that first day. I’d never jogged on a treadmill before then, expecting a light pace, but he had other ideas. He cranked the speed too fast, taunting, “Why come to the gym just to walk? Break a sweat.” He blocked the controls, forcing me to keep up. I forced a smile, legs desperate, pretending to be unfazed. “There you go—try that for a few miles,” he said, stepping away, smug. Likely I irritated him by coming unannounced, as he headed to the weight section to grunt with the macho men. 
    

    
      When his gaze left, I reached to slow the machine, but Miss Red appeared beside me. Despite never running, I felt compelled to seem capable in front of her. Within seconds, I was breathless, heaving, nauseated, and barely able to hit the stop button, nearly flung off. That’s when I heard her snickering. I fled the gym, spending the rest of my allotted gym time in my car, consumed by my failure to run. I don’t even think I know how to sprint. That night, after hearing Chad’s remark, I swore to surpass every low expectation I had previously set myself to: the attitude of ‘at least I did this today’ wasn’t going to cut it anymore.
    

    
      My breathing eases as I step off the treadmill, triumphant, showing Miss Red she misjudged me. “Well, I’ll be,” she says with a southern drawl. “I’m inspired! I really needed to see that.” Her sincerity pierces me; self-loathing floods in. 
    

    
      “Thanks,” I stammer, ashamed for vilifying her. I grab my water bottle, pretending to drink to avoid speaking, looking anywhere but her eyes. Hobbling, I reach for my gym bag. My legs buckle, and I groan, collapsing to my knees, demanding no more movement. 
    

    
      “OH! You okay?” She jumps off her machine and approaches as I nod and wave my hand to signal I’m fine, ducking my head to avoid her gaze. “Oh okay. Well, hi ma’am. I’m Rose,” she says, her name fitting her vibrancy. She struts around to face me, all perky. “I saw you here before.” She forces me to face her, taller and more beautiful than I thought. I shake her outstretched hand, avoiding her gaze with my low eye bow. “Are you a regular now?” she asks. I shake my head. “I know I’ve seen you. I was there when he embarrassed you. So rude,” a sweet, empathetic chuckle comes from her.
    

    
      “Oh?” I ask as if I don’t know, wishing she’d just let me go. Her candor gets the better of me again; I want to dislike her, but I can't, so I scan for Fenix. 
    

    
      “Looking for your husband? I saw him leave,” she says. 
    

    
      “What? Chad? You know my…” My heart sinks; I’ve said too much. Her glance at my ring clarifies—she means Fenix. 
    

    
      “Yeah, the big brown guy with the shoulders? The one who pranked you,” she says, still referencing that mortifying moment. 
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. Him. No, that’s Fenix. A friend. A work friend.” 
    

    
      “Do you work on base?” she asks, genuinely curious, keeping me hunched in place. 
    

    
      “No, no. My husband does,” I explain, the words sounding false. “Do you work with the gray helicopters on base?” I inquire, praying she doesn’t know Chad. 
    

    
      “Nah, I’m just a Corpsman—bandaids, pills, injections, drawing blood. I send these boys back to their squads where they pretend they’re tough. You’d laugh at how many faint when I draw blood! But most of them are dolls at heart,” she teases, jabbing insults at the brutes in tight brown shirts around us. “I rarely see sailors though. So, your friend’s a flyboy too?” Her interest shifts, and I can’t engage. 
    

    
      I need to leave, so I spout, “Yes, he is. Sorry, but you said he left?” I gesture to the exit, relieved by Fenix’s absence. 
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am,” Rose smirks, catching my awkwardness. “You earned your sleep tonight. You’re on the right path, and you crushed it. Wait, hun, what’s your name?”
    

    
      “Oh, sorry. Jessica. Nice to meet you,” I say, genuinely touched. She remembers me and encourages my resilience. 
    

    
      “It’s been a privilege, Mrs. Jessica,” Rose says, properly emphasizing ‘Mrs.’ as if reminding me I’m taken. Her sweet drawl leaves me unsure if she’s catty, or just fun and proper. I lean toward the latter. 
    

    
      “See you again,” I lie, knowing I can’t return. Rose’s realness highlights my flaws, despite her encouragement. Her confidence reflects what I wanted to be. A surprise pregnancy from impulsively hooking up with Chad for a few weeks quickly turned into a marriage, spurred on by his assurances of a stable life and his joy at our pregnancy months after we met. He promised love, peace, safety, finances, and care—none delivered. The military provides more than him. 
    

    
      I came to Hawaii for college and independence, encouraged by my supportive family to explore beyond their comfort. My passion for art has faded; motherhood shifted my purpose beyond my flighty expectations. The gym was to be the first of my escapes from Faye since she’s been born, but even this burdens me, relying on Chad to watch her without passing out from his sleeping pills and beer. 
    

    
      Defeated, I sulk toward the exit. I’m Mrs. Jessica Marshall, ruled by this small ring and noticed by anyone with working eyes like Rose. I’ve become a spineless pushover, longing for Chad to divorce me as my main play, and maybe that’s just who I am. I don’t measure up to Rose, who’d never tolerate a partner like him. Every thrill of success, like tonight, reminds me of my vulnerabilities because any success I claim becomes superficial in comparison to others. How can I demand terms from Chad to be more if I’m not enough? 
    

    
      I’m unprepared to face Fenix now like I meant to, but I must confess my flaws and how unfair it has been to burden him with my complaints. Tonight, I’ll vanish from his life, but have an obligation to make right what I've done to him.
    

    
      Opening the door, Fenix’s brake lights flash, signaling he’s seen me. My apology, heavy with humiliation, stops me. Last time, he tore into me, mocking my words, exposing my delusion. I’m no ally against Chad—just a disloyal, useless wife. 
    

    
      My skin crawls. I scurry to my car, unable to face him. 
    

    
      ... 
    

    
      Pumping gas at the Marine Base Exchange, I'm a shadow, a soul without free will. A husk of a mom, shackled to Faye’s needs, defying my desire to grow on my own; to dream I can thrive on my own while able to care for her is always an intangible dream without outside help. I’ve never felt lower. My defiance is gone, dissolved as I stare at the yellow pump handle. 
    

    
      Tears well up, useless emotions threatening to spill. I force composure, knowing smiles are not in my near future. First, I’ll call Fenix to apologize for dragging him into this mess, admitting I fled like a scared rabbit and that a phone call is the most I can handle. 
    

    
      My fingers steady, I dial Fenix. He answers immediately, “I love you. I do, don’t cry,” his tone soft, unfamiliar.
    

    
      “Fenix? Are you talking to me?” I reply, stunned. 
    

    
      “Yeah.” he coos and a moment goes by, “What? No way! Who’s this? Jessica?” A frantic laughter comes from him, laced with disbelief. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I ask, curiosity piqued. 
    

    
      “No, no,” he says, calming his laughter. “Sorry, Jessica. Let’s start over. Hey, aloha. Did you forget to tell me something?” 
    

    
      “I didn’t know you were with your girlfriend, or on the phone with her?I’m so sorry, it’s worse than I thought—” 
    

    
      “No! It’s not what it sounds like,” he protests. “There’s no girl here, I was just - OH GOD!” He bellows abruptly. 
    

    
      “Are you okay?” I ask, as no reply comes and I hear him murmur to someone—a girl’s voice. Was he just lying? I stay silent, catching only fragments. “It’s fine, I’ll get it to her,” he says clearer. “Yeah, thanks, have a good one.” His voice returns to me. “Sorry, what were we talking about?” 
    

    
      “I didn’t want to interrupt. You were talking to someone?” I press. 
    

    
      “No, unrelated. I don’t know her, but she said she knows you though and gave me your towel you left on the treadmill.” 
    

    
      “Rose?” I ask, certain it’s her. 
    

    
      “Rose, huh,” he repeats, sighing with relief. “Can we talk in person? This is a huge misunderstanding. I have things to say before we, you know, stop seeing each other. Get this out of the way. Are you still nearby?” 
    

    
      “The Exchange gas station,” I reply. 
    

    
      “Not far,” he hums, thinking. “I know a quiet place nearby. Wait for me. Follow when I get there. Okay?” 
    

    
      “Yeah,” I whisper, heart heavy with dread. Our parting should’ve been face-to-face, but my anxiety could only muster a call. Now that it’s an incoming reality, I’ll fumble my apology in person and look foolish in person rather than just on the phone. “I’m so lame,” I mutter on repeat until his car pulls up.
    

    
      He lowers his window, hand waving me to follow. We head toward the landing strip and bay, then veer onto a gravel path that I’d never noticed, cutting through a deserted meadow with bunkered hills. The unlit road with overgrown grass leaves me with questions about why Fenix would choose such a seemingly desolate area, winding up a mound. Atop the hill, a small lot appears, a fenced radio tower pulsing red every three seconds. Fenix drives to a clearing, and I follow. 
      The island’s beaches and the street lights lining the bay like woven jewels catch my attention, alive and below our feet atop this hill.
       He turns off his car; I do the same, parking behind him. He waits for me, and my anxiety surges. I pray he takes the lead on this ending of ours, knowing I’ll mess this up. 
    

    
      The ocean breeze sweeps past as I approach. His strong Hawaiian features flicker in the red light. “Please, have a seat,” he gestures to the hood. I settle beside him. “So,” he starts, and I brace myself. “I’m sorry I blasted you. I’ve been dealing with a lot. I don’t know why I attacked you. I couldn’t answer your question, but that’s not your fault. It wasn’t cool. Sorry.” 
    

    
      “Oh, that. I forgot about that already,” I play off his unneeded apology. 
    

    
      “Cool. I prefer you did. I don’t explode like that—ever.” He sits tall, breathes in and looks around. “Ya know, when I joined this squadron and flew over this runway, this hill caught my eye. I knew it had a stunning view. I daydreamed of sharing it with someone special, like a girl. But deep down, I know it’s just a fantasy. No one’s coming up here with me, not for a date anyways. No girl wants to make memories with me. If one did, I’d know she would be lying and she’d be waiting for someone else to sweep her away. I know fully I’m always every girl’s plan B and it will be that way all my life. You’re the closest I’ve had to having a friend in years,” He drops his head, “And you, a married woman whose husband I work with, and he knows nothing about us hanging out. It’s all a secret. But it’s all good, let’s keep it chill, agree to this area being a fantastic spot to be alone, say a few more things, and be done. Cool?” 
    

    
      “Cool.” I nod, letting silence linger before sharing my feelings. “I wish we’d met differently, Fenix. Really, I do. We could’ve been real friends.” He shrugs, unconvinced in the dark. “Thanks for thinking I’m special enough to bring here, but I’m not. ‘Imbecile’ fits me better. I’m sorry for burdening you with my life. I just guess I have a lot to complain about.” He sparks a smirk. My words seem enough for both of us. 
    

    
      A plane’s light catches my eye, and I picture this view from his perspective. “This view really is breathtaking by the way. You’ve got a great eye. Don’t sell yourself short. You’ll find someone to share this with, someone who’ll love it more than I do. She’s out there, I promise.” He snorts, sarcastically dismissing my words, but I know he craves romance. He just admitted to it. “Can I ask, though—you don’t have to answer. The girl you love, is she—” 
    

    
      “Love?” Fenix sighs, and with a tone of correction, he says, “What you heard was a dream. I fell asleep in my car, and in the dream, I was on the phone. Tonight, some old flame came back to my mind. I thought I saw her at the gym, but it wasn’t her.” 
      Rose?
       I wonder, the only other woman there, yet listen intently. “
      In the dream, I was in my car before I blacked out
      . She called, saying she was back on the island, and looking for me. That she was in pain, tears streaming as she begged forgiveness on the other side, claiming she never meant to hurt me. In a haze, I felt pity for her, and those stupid words slipped out. I actually have such a hate for that girl, but I couldn’t stand her crying. I wanted to comfort her, but then, the call cut off before I could even respond. It was strange as I waited for her to call back in the dream, just suspended in wait, contemplating what to say to her to help, and then you called, waking me up.” He hangs his head further down, ashamed. “I mean, I was drowsy, fumbling my phone, thinking I’d soothe her quickly in case we disconnected again. Ughhh—I’m so exhausted; I can’t believe this is happening.” 
    

    
      “I see,” I say, feeling his vulnerability mirror mine. “This could be a good sign. You might not hate her— or those words like love as much as you think.” 
    

    
      “I wouldn’t bet on that. I haven’t spoken to her in years and want to forget her,” he says, hinting at her infidelity. “I had a grand plan once, and she was central to all of it. Everyone knew her because I never stopped talking about her too. They thought she was too good for me—too gorgeous, too kind. In high school, my accomplishments came because of her and trying to impress her, but to others, I made her my greatest achievement, bragging to everyone, showing pictures of her to everyone and anyone, ignoring their doubts as they’d all laugh even still, saying I was delusional, that she’d leave me for someone else.” His tone shifts. “They were right. They knew.” 
    

    
      “I should’ve seen it beforehand. But not one clue. I was naive. The revelation became the most embarrassing event of my life. Oh how I bragged, telling haters they didn’t get us. We planned a small wedding, a house with a white picket fence, three kids with her last name, a dog named Dog, a cat named Cat. We’d help churches, visit orphanages, garden, have a room for books to read in silence together. That was our future; no one could change my mind. We built it on years of promises. I was the only one who saw it I guess. One text proved all the haters to actually be realists who loved being sadistic with me. She betrayed me worse than they said, and the word I hated most was love.” 
    

    
      A long pause. “I shunned everything. Couples hurt to see. I couldn’t look at anyone. Those who warned me didn’t rub it in as they could see my heart broken written over my face— I was a dead horse. I was cold, alone, like when I was a kid. I never got to scream at her for what she did, especially since she knew my past. I wanted to curse her, raise an army of hate directed at her. But in the dream, I felt only sorrow. Her crying found a mercy within me I didn’t expect. Those words came instead of how I always envisioned it. For a moment, my pain vanished and so did hers and with her crying stopped, a peace I hadn’t felt in forever came upon me. And that lasted only a couple of seconds. That’s when I realized you’d woken me up, so yeah, sorry.” 
    

    
      “No need to be sorry,” I say, awed by his rawness. I had no expectation he’d share so much and my life’s grumblings feel even more superficial compared to his years of isolation. His story about his high school sweetheart’s betrayal reveals a wound so deep it still keeps him from love. Hidden in this dark, his scarred face breaks my heart. Like a dented bagel in a bakery, discarded and passed over by everyone for an outward blemish; his visual wound holds him back more than I’ll know. However, his unseen, broken heart truly traps him as he just revealed.
    

    
      “If you have more to say, now’s the time,” Fenix says with finality in his voice. “I’ll be deleting my online accounts tonight, and I’ll likely get new immediate orders within the week, so you’ll likely never see me again at the squadron.” His voice trails off. “An incoming P-3. We gotta be quiet, probably a touch-and-go.” The plane’s hum grows to a roar, drowning all sound as it lands, lifts off, and veers right. 
    

    
      Fenix turns to me, his gaze tense, inching away like I’m a large spider. “Something on me?” I ask. He shakes his head. “You okay?” He shakes his head again, looking at his palms now, confusion and disbelief on his face. “Dude, what’s wrong? Something bad?” 
    

    
      “Something like that,” he whispers. “Believe it or not, I had a dream about you, but a nightmare, to be honest. But like a reality defining nightmare. I really wish I could forget it one day. You... kinda destroyed me.” His voice wavers. 
    

    
      “I’m not the murdering type, so relax,” I tease, noting our exhaustion. “No need to look so spooked.” 
    

    
      “It’s just... it felt so real,” he says hesitantly. “I really wanted to forget this, but— it started as a dream, and I saw you boarding a P-3, leaving the island forever. So I felt like I had to say goodbye, thinking we were cool. I rushed to grab your arm to turn you around for a hug on the tarmac, but people in line yanked me back, calling me a drunk liar, saying I should leave you alone, that I didn’t know you. I pushed them off of me, insisting we were friends. They didn’t believe me. I tried again for your arm, you being totally unaware of the chaos happening. I just wanted to wish you well.” 
    

    
      “When our eyes met, you looked disgusted by my face. You pushed me away, clawing, kicking, like I was a monster. I wasn’t even holding you, but you fought to escape, trapping yourself in my space. I backed off as you flailed. Big hands, like cops, grabbed me, pulling me away. You fell, scraping the asphalt, running in fear, abandoning your flight, like I was the ugliest thing you’d seen. Your reaction, a blatant lie to pretend you didn't know me, made me look foolish, proving them right— you never knew me. I wanted to be mad, but I was just depressed.” He pauses, the memory vivid. “I stood frozen as they took me away from the snickering crowd. I accepted it—like no one would claim me as innocent. Your rejection silenced me. Your face was the last face I saw. I had no one else. Suspended in a void as I was carried underground, I realized I was there, for eternity. Then that’s when I heard their voices and snickering, and it became way too real for far too long. And now I’ll stop talking. It gets… dark.”
    

    
      He falls silent, and I absorb the nightmare’s weight. “That’s awful,” I say, my psyche shaking in his trauma. 
    

    
      “All I’ve wanted is peace,” he exclaims. “Since that dream, I’ve hated everyone and truth be told, you’re not helping. Being around people feels traumatic. And now, I’ve been getting a sick satisfaction hearing about your small struggles, your husband’s, your daughter’s imperfect life, even though it’s trivial, at least I know someone is suffering. I’m angry at all people, and I’m envious of even the worst people. I never was that person until recently.” 
    

    
      His head shakes as my eyes adjust to the night. “That look I gave you, with the P-3 and us here. I hope talking this out helps me forget that nightmare. So, I’m chalking this night’s talk with you as a supernatural sign I’m on the right path, breaking free from that nightmare’s grip. I want to change my life tonight and not be doomed to that place… I could only describe it as hell.” 
    

    
      “You’re not headed there,” I assure him. “It was just a dream.” 
    

    
      “You say that, and don’t know. I’ll never wish that upon anyone,” he says. “And it wasn’t a dream, it may have started as one, but it became demons releasing me back here, to prove their point. That the world never wanted me.” 
    

    
      “No, Fenix!” I interrupt. “You’re a good person, through and through. I see it now more than ever. That shitty nightmare is not your fate. I’m so sorry I stirred this nonsense up in you. Now you have vivid nightmares because of me. I’m the stupid one here, putting you through my drama. You don’t deserve it. Maybe when I 
      grow up
       into an adult, I’ll be lucky to have a friend like you, and I could get to know a good person like you who never wanted to hate.” 
    

    
      He lets out a big sigh in a deep tone. “You won’t see me again, trust that, so there’s no friendship to be had, even when you become an adult,” he says heavily. “My story’s grim, always. So you’ll never know me. Truly.” He pauses, watching me shake my head. “My ex held me tight, crying for days when I told her just a few of my childhood stories when we were first dating. My stories are bitter pills for people to ingest and process. She was my first friend in high school, and she came right into my life after my sister had just scarred my face.” 
    

    
      Fenix’s sister’s act shocks me. How? I want to ask more, but his warning of knowing stops me. As a sister, I could never hurt my brother like that. I want to ease his memories but can only listen, grateful for his openness. “Your face never bothered me,” I say. “And thank you Fenix for sharing his delicate subjects. My brother, he doesn’t look typical either; I’ve been around for feel the cruel remarks about him too,” I display my heart’s empathy in recall of my brother, Special Ben.
    

    
      “Thanks,” he says, a small smile is unveiled from the red flash of the tower. “You weren’t repulsed when we first met on the hike, I noticed that, completely unlike what that nightmare showed me. Most people really can’t hide their reaction to my face though. I’m sure people warn others about what I look like. I can’t blame them. I’ve been even told my smile looks sinister too, like I’m always plotting. But maybe if people weren’t against me, I wouldn’t be seen that way. It’s their projections,” he laughs dryly.
    

    
      “I’m glad you know I don’t judge you,” I say. “I’m too busy judging myself to judge others.” A lie—we all judge—but his words on this hill of his brings to light his fragile identity, yearning to be more than a scar or a loner, despite his esteemed role in the Navy. 
    

    
      Fenix bows his head, hopefully content. “Jessica, before I forget—your husband, 
      Marshall
      —he’
      s a good man. His flaws can be fixed, only if you talk it out, and don’t you stop talking until it’s all said, done and understood. Think of Faye. She needs her dad more than you’ll admit and she deserves both parents being good to each other in front of her.” 
    

    
      “You’re right,” I say, grinding my teeth at the truth. “Chad knows Faye and I are on the line. I need to have the honest talk about what he is thinking, and not me always guessing what he is thinking.” 
    

    
      “Great. Tomorrow’s a new day for us both then,” Fenix says, perking up. “I’ll likely get new orders this week, and the squadron won’t throw me the normal going-away party, I can promise you that,” he says with a pessimistic cheer. 
    

    
      Staring at Kaneohe’s twinkling lights, I expect cynicism for saying what’s on my heart for him, but go on, “You’re a wonderful person, Fenix. You’re not doomed to live in a nightmare. I know you’ll find real friends unlike me, and one of these friends will be the love of your life, your best friend forever. You’ll have kids, that white, picket-fence house you talked about, and you’ll be a great dad, playing with Dog and Cat, reading to your kids—” I stop, seeing his tension. No interruption comes. I look at him—tear streaks glisten on his face. 
    

    
      I’ve done it again, bringing up love, which he hates, stirring his torment. I can’t win, and am even living in his nightmares too, dragging up his worst memories until he cries silently. 
    

    
      “I’m so sorry,” I say, vowing to silence my heart. I offer my shaking hand near his, hoping it conveys my deep remorse. I never meant to hurt him and won’t again. I should leave, although his warm, trembling hand covers mine and I feel his unwary touch, understanding that I never meant to hurt him. We gaze at the coastal lights, his pain palpable. I intertwine our fingers lightly, feeling him steady his breath. I swear not to speak again. 
    

    
      He releases my hand after a thankful squeeze and shake, sliding off the hood. His slow breathing and movements signal our end. He wants to face his sadness alone, as always. I’m no different from those who hurt him, undeserving of his time. 
    

    
      I slide off, grass crunching as I walk to my SUV. I glance behind, seeing Fenix’s back, the roar of another plane nearing. My heart screams at me to say something. “FENIX!” I yell, raw and desperate. He turns. “I LOVE YOU!” The plane drowns his response. I jump in my car, start it, and pull away. My headlights catch his confused, 
      surprised face—
      understandable. I’m exhilarated, mad with unfeigned love for Fenix as my symbolic release, free from any calculations and giddy with authenticity. 
    

    
      Through Fenix, I realize my truth: I once loved people without needing a reason. I’ll say “I love you” a million times to Fenix and others who earn it, and not out of obligation to a ring on my finger. Driving down the hill, a new monologue repeats in my head, fierce and determined. For the first time in ages, I’m eager to see Chad. 
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 03: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The second floor was for Aircrew, reserved for us aviation warfare system operators (AW) and pilots. The hangar only possessed one narrow hallway that linked all the shops together on this floor, and it was unique in that it had see-through windows down the entire stretch. We all had a clear view of each other just like every hangar that houses aircrafts; aviation's way of accounting for one another’s work and making it easy for the Airbosses and commanders to view the maintenance of the squadron’s helicopters. To be seen frequenting this one hallway 
      meant
       you were busy.
    

    
      However, I’m slouched in my chair, the hum of the air-conditioned hangar enveloping me like a familiar blanket. My speakers murmur low, playing my curated playlist—quiet enough to avoid attention. My computer screen glows with random research, an article about deep-sea fish, a distraction from the monotony. Jessica’s chat window blinks in the corner, her words coaxing a smirk. It’s absurd, this secret thread of friendship we’ve spun through daytime messages and late-night gym banter, just silly talk about our days. I glance at the calendar: the first of the month, a marker of that day three months ago when I flipped my life upside down, thinking I’d outsmarted fate. Turns out, fate plays better chess. I don’t mind losing though—it’s worked out better than I expected. And while I’m hidden behind a big desk with large cabinets, blocking me from everyone’s sight, I can merely pop my head out to see who is coming and going directly down this hallway, 
      and the only seat in the whole squadron 
       that has this vantage point. Noise from fast feet entices me to see who is rushing through, so I peek out and of course, it’s him.
    

    
      Jessica’s husband, AW2 Chad Marshall, struts through the squadron like he owns it. Golden boy, top-tier aircrewman, oblivious to the fact that his wife and I have grown close—online, at least. Marshall and I’ve never spoken bluntly in person, so it’s not a direct jab at him to keep this secret, but it feels like one in its own way. I used to suspect Jessica was setting me up, some scheme cooked up with Chad to get a rise out of me when she first reached out, her words too friendly for Marshall’s wife suggesting a gym meetup to “talk about things.” But now, I see her good intentions, her need for a friend in this stifling world of thankless duties, mostly tied to her baby’s needs. Three months ago, I swore off attachments, vowing to coast through this Navy life unattached. I’m at the point now where I couldn’t care less if our odd friendship comes to light and stirs trouble. Who actually cares?
    

    
      More footsteps approach with intention. “Is Petty Officer Aukai back there?” Lt. Jackson’s voice slices through the Operations office, dripping with that twisted glee he saves for me. AW3 Lynn, stationed at my old desk across from mine, gives me a quick vocal heads-up in case I’m dozing. I minimize Jessica’s chat window, fingers flying. Jackson thrives on taunting me, his cheerfulness demented. He waltzes in, rummaging through my desk for logbooks—thankfully, I finished them on time this month. Nine months since my incident, he still calls me ‘Petty Officer Aukai’, dragging out my rank like a petty jab, a habit he picked up after one of the Airbosses addressed me formally to put me in my place. Unlike every other aircrewman—AW1, AW2, AW3—I’m always the 
      Petty Officer
       to him, a reminder of my demotion. A former enlisted man turned pilot, he lacks any shred of dignity, just a relentless need to needle a seemingly vulnerable target with a smile on his face.
    

    
      “Welp, that’s the last of them,” Jackson declares, stacking logbooks and flight logs on my desk with a flourish. I simply nodded, keeping my face a blank slate, a mask to hide the loathing simmering beneath the surface. I hoped he wouldn't cross my path when I was long gone from the Navy, or else he’d hear my true feelings rather than the civility I was required to give him. “Just found out the crew for our detachment,” he says, excitement creeping into his voice. “We’re expecting a stellar CARAT cruise. Deployment’s in a few months or so. Gonna be busy, but worth it.” He’d obtained the prized Asian tour that rarely comes around, rather than the Middle East, so of course he had to brag. 
    

    
      “Very cool, sir,” I reply, my tone flat as asphalt.
    

    
      “Say, Petty Officer Aukai, do you think you’ll ever be flying again?” His question carries a hint of curiosity, but I know it’s another attempt to crawl under my skin.
    

    
      I swallowed the bitterness. “I hope so, sir. Every day.” A lie, practiced with ease. My flying days ended with the incident, and I’ve made peace with my air-conditioned desk job, logging hours instead of earning them. Jackson saunters off, tossing a chipper, “Have a blessed day, Petty Officer Aukai!” I want to gag at his fake sincerity. A prior enlisted sailor should be better than this, but he’s not.
    

    
      The first day of the month brings back that fateful day—the day I stood before the Senior Chief, my gold aircrew wings had been placed on his desk by my steadfast hand, then stated so the office would hear, “I no longer wish to volunteer as an aircrewman.” I thought it’d be my escape, a clean break. Instead, it was chaos. Senior Chief’s F-bombs exploded like grenades, and the shop’s laughter surprised me more than his ravenous glare. I was lost, my brain scrambling to understand why everyone burst out laughing. I wasn’t joking—I meant it. Turns out, I’d walked into a storm. Simpson, our top Bravo expert, had just been arrested, later sentenced to the brig for possessing sickening child porn, tainting our shop’s reputation. The squadron was reeling and, at this time, unaware of why he was arrested. My timing in quitting, coinciding with April Fool’s Day, made it look like a prank. The shop was already making up rumors and joking about how Simpson got himself arrested only to dodge being around Senior, the notorious grump, who was in front of them all while they gossiped. One of the schmucks in the shop said Aukai would be the next lucky person to find a reason to release themselves from Senior’s custody. Minutes later, enter me, looking like I was pulling a stunt at the worst possible time. Senior’s rage that morning showed his instability though, and he’s backed off since, likely to save face. I slunk back to my desk, wings tossed back at me and in hand, and somehow, that serendipitous retreat brought blessings.
    

    
      AW3 Amanda Lynn’s arrival was the biggest of these incoming blessings. Lynn happens to be pregnant with her 
      new husband’s child
      , who used to be her co-worker at the P-3 squadron next door, but couldn’t keep her there because of regulations stating married couples can’t work together, so they placed her here instead. She took over Simpson’s duties with no-nonsense precision, making my life a breeze. She set her own schedule—0730 to 1400, handling the day’s prep for her kids’ school runs. I roll in at 1000, report to her, and when she leaves an hour after lunch, I tie up any loose ends, and she doesn’t leave many. Most days, I log flight hours, make copies of the Captain’s signed flight schedule, and I’m out thirty minutes after her—once the next day’s flight schedule is signed, I’m free. Staying until 1530 is a long day, while the squadron’s normal hours stretch past 1700. No one’s called me out. As the only two enlisted in flight ops, we handle our business. Five hours of “work,” twenty minutes of effort, an hour-long lunch, and the rest is me bullshitting online. My desk, tucked in a corner, is the best seat in the squadron—the Dog House, Amanda calls it. I’m her “lap dog,” and I don’t mind one bit.
    

    
      Senior even stopped the uniform hazing after Simpson’s mess stole the spotlight, even forgetting my tardiness to muster that very day. For six months, I’d endured daily uniform changes—three pristine outfits a day, a punishment the Captain ordered but Senior extended the punishment until that day I had my wings thrown back at me. Now, I’m invisible, and I lean into it, testing boundaries. My orange hair (a failed bleach job I didn’t bother explaining) and bright yellow pinky nail I painted on my left hand from Asia’s leftover stuff from her departure are my quiet rebellions. No one cares. I’m a ghost among pilots who can’t fraternize with enlisted and a non-entity to the enlisted aircraft maintainers who resent our flight suits and so-called “privileges.” The most discouraging though is who I am to the shop: a persistent annoyance.
    

    
      I have hope though that this will last until my last day working this garbage detail, as I coast in this prime assignment of stagnation, paid the same salary as all my peers to be a useless desk jockey. Most of the guys don’t care beyond their next sun-soaked weekend in Hawaii, so I doubt they think of me. I join the weekly sports scrimmages between squadrons, platoons, and battalions for variety—a bare minimum to show face for our squadron, HSL-37, and recently have taken a few swigs from my flask before taking the field. It’s a change from lifting weights, and I’m learning new sports, connecting with fresh faces new to the island with a slight buzz of liquid ease.
    

    
      Jessica’s message pops up: 
      What are your Saturday night plans? Celebrating the weekend somewhere? 
      My gut twists. She knows my routine—gym or computer, nothing else. She’s my only friend, real or not, and my only lifeline to any person in my isolated world of blissful peace. But, her message— this feels like a setup, a questioning of whether I’ll be attending  the Fourth of July AW shop jamboree she’s slated to attend, and the one I wasn’t invited to, of which I’m thankful for. I hesitate, fingers hovering over the keyboard. The last thing I need is a social trap, especially with Marshall around. Jessica doesn’t get it—I’m not ready to “hit it off” with anyone. Ever.
    

    
      The AW shop door clacks open. “Is Aukai back there?” Collins’ whiny voice grates my nerves. Lynn confirms, and I brace myself. Sean Collins, Senior’s lap dog, leads me to Senior’s desk. As I stand in front of Senior’s desk for the first time since his rage that day, I avoid his face like always to avoid his pox-marked face and wispy white hair that makes him look ancient, or his constant angry glare as grimy as his pores, though he’s barely forty. “You’re in charge of picking up a new AW, a Bravo crewman. Show him how this squadron operates, but his senior crewman will be Pewter.” He directs.
    

    
      I blink, stunned. Senior swore out loud I’d never work for the AW shop again, yet here I am, tasked with training AW3 Brown. I’m given more details: He's coming in from HSL-40 after a full three-year tour there and probably some shore-duty gig for the fleet replacement squadron on the east coast. I don’t want to jump to conclusions, but the rarity of AW3 Brown having the same rank as me after a full tour likely means he got into some trouble as well. What’s more shocking is I’m training him, not Pewter, a Romeo specialist and senior crewman for the upcoming deployment, depending on if Pewter can even qualify as a senior crewman in time. I suspect I’ll be helping Pewter just as much, given his unfamiliarity with the Bravo helo’s outdated systems and his single prior deployment. He’s one of the meeker guys in the shop, and going as the lead crewman only on your second cruise is unheard of, so the pressure’s on for him to rush through his studies to become the 300 lvl crewman he is required to be. 
    

    
      My mind races—this is threatening my comfy life. Senior’s eyes flick to my yellow-painted pinky nail as he finishes. “You know what happens if you slip up, right?” I nod, heart sinking. “When I see you again, I want that shit off your pinky,” he adds. I thank him, lying about looking forward to the task, and head back to my desk.
    

    
      A cold sweat breaks out. I have a hunch that Senior didn’t give me all the info about my role in all of this, so I check my desk’s upper cabinets, where aircrew and pilot logbooks are stored. Mine, untouched and tucked in the furthest corner since my captain’s mast, is gone—Lt. Jackson must’ve taken it! A deployment with him? Them? I can’t do this.
    

    
      Another ding from Jessica pulls me back, her request to join her souring my day further. I’m trapped, missing my last day of freedom in my Dog House, caught between a future I don’t want and a past I can’t fully escape.
    

  
    
      Chapter 04: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The cursor blinks on my computer screen, waiting for a reply from Tori. I reread what I just sent. 
      Are you free this Saturday? I know it’s Independence Day, and not sure if it’s illegal for you islanders to celebrate it. Figured I’d ask and sorry for asking so late. How have you been?
       My fingers pause, my mind drifting to the Fourth of July party Chad and his squadron buddies have planned. I want Tori there, my University of Hawaii dorm bestie who's still dwelling in the hustle of the vibrant areas of Oahu. It'd be so cool if she would come and I’m even manifesting Fenix’s presence too, if I can convince him, but not until Tori responds. I just want one night of fun, not as the sidelined wife: an afterthought and overlooked guest at all of their gatherings.
    

    
      Chad’s crew found a hidden bay on base last year, a cluster of rentable cottages they’ve claimed for weekend escapes, at least twice a month since. Coral reefs frame Kaneohe Bay, a so-called safe playground for Faye, who they treat like an unofficial mascot. They barbecue whatever they catch—edible or not—drink until dawn at times, and play cornhole like it’s their profession. Faye loves the attention, and I plaster on a smile, tolerating their boorish antics just to keep her entertained. When she tires, I retreat to our cement apartment, cleaning and doting on her until she sleeps. This incoming weekend feels like the same vibe is to be expected, with Chad likely crashing at the run-down cottages or a buddy’s place, leaving me to play the dutiful wife. Again. I prefer he stays away—life has more air without him.
    

    
      My life's cycle of monotony is coming to an end, though. My parents’ nearing arrival is my lifeline out of this tropical disaster zone. They’re renting a beach villa for over a month, starting this July for Faye’s first birthday. Once they see the truth of my marriage—Chad’s coldness, his PTSD lurking like a ghost with beer bottles and pills—they’ll understand why I need to leave, but I haven’t made the request yet. Three months ago, I truly attempted reconciling, saying, “We need to have a big talk,” hoping to end our cold war. He just said resolutely, “No,” and walked away. That was it. I don’t love him anymore. Maybe I never did. He’s content in this loveless cage, and expects me to just put up with him. What’s worse is watching Faye, and how oblivious Chad is to how much Faye idolizes him when he walks by, despite his neglect.
    

    
      Tori’s message dings: 
      I’m free that night. As you know, Keoni and I aren’t together and I am looking to get out a bit more with people who don’t know us. 
      Her blog post last month, raw with the pain of her breakup with Keoni, hit us all hard. They were the couple many of us aspired to be. High school sweethearts, and sweethearts as individuals, they’d grown up here their entire lives. He was gorgeous, kind and joyous like her. She: a goddess—Hawaiian smile, porcelain skin, freckles kissed by the sun—but Keoni was too vanilla, too small in the ways that counted. I get it. 
    

    
      I can’t call now. But I will be free soon, and promise to call. It’s been too long <3 Kiss 
      BayBayFayFay
       and that aunty gonna eat her up! 
      She replies with more, and my heart lifts at the thought of her seeing Faye, now almost walking instead of a tiny newborn.
    

    
      YES, call the moment you can and please agree to come be with us if you can! 
      I give her all the details of the beach and location and amenities and lie, saying it is a fun time. I’m buzzing with excitement now. Chad’s work gatherings are practically mandatory, but this one could be different with Tori and maybe Fenix. Rose, too, if she replies, but I’m not hopeful—she’s a wild cat, always off doing cooler things. They’re all such lovely people, and I loathe being the token wife, fetching beer for Chad’s drunken friends. I want my people there, ones who see me, and not as Chad’s shadow.
    

    
      Fenix could shake things up if he arrives. I smirk, picturing Chad’s face if Fenix shows up. Not that I think Fenix bugs him in general, but I’ll be close to Fenix all night and see where that leads. He may not outwardly say it, but I know Fenix can get under his skin, as I had seen on the first day I met him.
    

    
      Fenix showed up on a hike, one Chad warned me against attempting, calling the trail too tough for me. But I wanted to see the breathtaking view everyone raved about, so I tagged along, ignoring his fuming. As we walked the short distance to the beach, his cruel jabs—about my weight and weakness—came, but only when we were alone. The words stung, a sharp reminder of his smug strength on display as he raced up the hill with his crew, having taunted earlier that I’d never reach the summit. Fenix appeared like a quiet guardian from behind me, helping me navigate the steep, muddy incline, “So, they all just left you, huh?” he said plainly, carving footholds in the slick earth, moving to his own rhythm with headphones in, yet staying close to ensure I didn’t tumble down the treacherous slope. Once we cleared the muddy start, the Lanikai Trail eased into a rocky, gentler climb. I figured he might be a local, non-military friend of Chad’s ruffians, with the way he looks, or at least, not one of their own—a rescue swimmer like Chad. 
    

    
      At the trail’s peak, the view of Lanikai Bay’s twin islands unfolded, a steady breeze cooling my damp skin as we stood on graffiti’d WW2 bunkers, long abandoned. Out of nowhere, Fenix quipped, “I’m not staring at your cleavage, Jessica, just admiring your camera.” His words, laced with humor and him knowing my name caught me off guard. He asked to borrow the family camera slung around my neck, then launched into a flamboyant photographer act, mocking Chad’s ego. “You have the makings of being a star as an underwear model. You’re meant for the billboards,” he teased, “though they’d need to Photoshop bigger nipples on you.” My favorite line he spouted as he went on an exaggerated gay tirade on him: “Gingers are in high demand these days.” I laughed hard, and Chad’s glare burned in an indirect glance towards me, knowing I relished every second. Fenix bolted after, delivering multiple verbal slaps to Chad’s face and vanishing down an untraveled path, leaving me curious, grateful, and with the best photos of Chad fuming.
    

    
      I asked aloud who that guy was. Chad muttered, “Doesn’t matter. He won’t be around long,” as a few others snickered, like they’d bested him. As if. I didn’t realize then how they turn on each other, a disloyal pack discarding those deemed inferior, all because one head honcho says so. I tracked Fenix down online, scouring for 'Phoenix,' a name I heard someone mutter soon after. An old squadron social media post finally revealed his name's unique spelling. His profile was bare, just one post. When I messaged him, he mistook me for Chad, accusing him of playing a sick game through my account. His distrust, given the circumstances, was entirely justifiable. 
    

    
      I persuaded Fenix to meet at his regular gym, and we’re now good online friends—or so I’d say. He seems to have no other friends, which is astonishing how he goes so unnoticed. Over the past months, Fenix has confirmed my suspicions about the military’s absurdity. He boasts about his relaxed work-life balance these days, crediting his distance from colleagues and, mostly, his family. His difficult past keeps him from social settings, but when he relaxes, he’s vibrant and unstoppable, though I’ve only glimpsed his raw opinions—rare as a meteor. I can’t blame him. We’ve stayed secret friends, but I’m fixing that this weekend if he agrees to come. Our chats about mundane things have grown stale, but keeping it fun is our script. Still, it’s not enough and keeps me feeling disingenuous. I want to show him he’s special to me, and introducing him to Tori might be my covert way to match them up. It’s a stretch, but I’m warming to the idea of kindling something that might arise. Chad’s text interrupts: 
      Your parents are going to pay for everything, right? We shouldn’t spend much, so perhaps we won’t see them out to dinner as often if they don’t pay.
       I roll my eyes. He’s a leech, spending on his constant outings while I scrimp with his money. I ignore him, focusing on Faye, stirring from her nap.
    

    
      She crawls toward me off her little pad in the living room, her strawberry-blonde hair a mess, babbling “dada” instead of “mama.” I correct her gently, but it stings—she calls all adults “dada.” As I glance at the screen for messages, Faye grabs a tissue from the trash—Chad’s disgusting cum rag from his porn antics. I snatch it away, fury rising. 
      Damn him.
       I empty the small trash can’s gross napkins from under the computer table, wash Faye’s hands thoroughly, and turn on her favorite TV channel to keep her entertained. I return to the computer, messaging Fenix quickly while I have time: 
      Please tell me you are free. I am inviting a few of my friends over to your work’s Fourth of July party. My best girlfriend from college will be there and I’m certain you two will get along, she’s a local too :)
       Will he say no? Did I make it awkward? Did I need to even mention Tori? I feel my own desperation in the words; I just need one night with people I actually want to be around. Just once.
    

  
    
      Chapter 05: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The sun hadn’t yet crested the horizon, and I happened to wake up early, leaning on the white wooden balcony of my villa, my hand steady for the first time in months. The Marine Corps base I work at is in sight, across Kaneohe Bay as a dark silhouette. I felt rested, a rarity for waking before the sun. My place has been mine for these three months— trashy magazines gone, the stench of cigarettes and stale beer banished, the metallic tang aroma of meth, once mistaken for a cleaning solution, no longer lingers. Asia and Mom had left their mark, but I’d scrubbed it clean, claiming my space and tossing out all the crap Asia left behind. I knew the view was beautiful from this master bedroom, but I had never truly seen it this way until now.
    

    
      Asia slipped out into the night with Kai that night. I told her and mom they had thirty days to leave. Asia’s usual fiery mouth dimmed to a low mutter. “Oh, you want me gone? Fine. We out, you bitch,” she repeated under her breath, grabbing what she could cram into the van I’d paid for. No need for the thirty-day eviction notice on her, expecting her to fight, to explode like always, but she left without a scene. Her hushed exit without her usual volatility was a pleasant surprise. Mom stayed behind though, although now subdued and less antagonistic as she begged me that night, saying she had nowhere left to go. All her pride for the streets left that moment I said my words, and so did a lot of her Moke slang and habits. She tended to the laundry, kept the place tidy for once, and smoked her carton of cigarettes outside now. Small wins, but wins nonetheless. Not seeing Kai’s adorable grin when I walked through the front door haunted me at first— his innocence a beacon in our dysfunctional family’s chaos not long ago. One foundational rule of residing in my house is that Asia and Kai are never to be brought up again. Mom understood and obeyed.
    

    
      My phone dings, still charging in my room. An unfamiliar San Diego number. “Is this Fenix?” I read the text out loud, expecting duty-related news to ruin my Saturday. I replied with a simple yes, and no reply came after two minutes. I pocketed the phone, my thoughts drifting to Jessica and the squadron’s beach party tonight. I’d promised to show up, but planned to stay only forty-five minutes. Same drama, same stories, all of it work-related or not related to anything I cared about. If this gathering is as lame as I expect, I’d hit the gym afterward, assuming it is open for the Fourth of July. Jessica’s intentions felt murky— maybe she was using me to stir trouble in her marriage, or maybe she genuinely wanted me to meet her friend. I leaned toward the former and silenced my doubts.
    

    
      The phone dinged again. 
      Sorry, I didn’t reply right away, this is Tracie. 
      You put your 
      number in my phone
       a
      t that balcony bar in Waikiki. It was your birthday. I remember you talking about your sports car. I’m having truck problems and my husband is deployed and that’s what I am working on, so I was wondering if you were free to help me? I know it’s early, sorry dude.
    

    
      Tracie? My birthday? Hazy memories surfaced— I was drinking heavily, crashing the squadron’s monthly birthday mash and bash that landed on the day of my birthday too. I joined their Lanikai hike to spite them for excluding me on purpose. Jessica and I became acquainted that day, her struggling on the muddy cliff, ignored by her husband, Marshall. I helped her, mocking Marshall’s indifference and Jessica kept notice. Then I fled to Waikiki, drank more, and blacked out in Waikiki still. Tracie— was she the Filipino-looking girl I had somehow entertained and danced with? If that was her, I only remember she was fun and overtly friendly, though I don’t even remember how we bumped into each other. Was it when I was ordering a drink? I literally thought nothing of it, since I can barely remember any of it.
    

    
      I called her to clarify and our chat was an easy flow. She laughed, assuring me I was “cool,” and there was no setup to hook up. Her husband, Brandon, was deployed and their new truck wouldn’t start. She thought my sports car brag meant I knew cars. I warned her I wasn’t a mechanic but agreed to help, having nothing else planned.
    

    
      Huh. I feel— okay.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Driving my soft-top convertible on the H-3, the air felt cleaner, the scenery surreal. The road, critical for military transit between bases, was quiet, amplifying a sense of freedom. This car, my most valuable asset, was a desperate purchase after Asia and Mom drained my savings with signed checks. It held its value, proof I wasn’t as broke as my recovering bank account would have indicated at that time. I hadn’t driven it in months, hidden under a tarp in the garage. Now, it rumbled beneath me and through me, a reminder of my reclaimed autonomy with this classic sports car.
    

    
      Halfway to Tracie’s, Pearl Harbor’s military housing came into view. Tracie stood outside her duplex, next to a lifted truck too big for the garage. Her death metal shirt, green-streaked hair, and oversized gym shorts—likely her husband’s—clashed with her honey-colored skin and high cheekbones. She waved; I nodded, stepping out.
    

    
      “Aloha,” I said.
    

    
      “Aloha,” she replied, shielding her eyes from the sun.
    

    
      “Let’s get to it. You said the truck won’t start?” I cut to the chase.
    

    
      She climbed into the driver’s seat, demonstrating. “I put the key in, electronics come on, but when I turn it—” A pop occurred in the truck, then silence as the indicators died. A memory sparked— a similar issue had occurred with some squadron guys at the hangar. A loose battery wire, not a dead battery. “It’s a brand-new truck,” Tracie exclaimed, frustrated. “I didn’t leave the lights on. Should we try jumping it?”
    

    
      “Let’s open the hood.” I grabbed pliers from my car, climbed onto the truck’s bumper, and spotted the battery. The black wire looked like it was connected tightly, but touching it revealed it was loose, and I tightened it with ease. “Try starting it.”
    

    
      The engine roared on. Tracie’s eyes widened. “OH GOD! Wow, you fixed it! What the fuck did you do?”
    

    
      “Threatened the battery to play nice, or else” I quipped, jumping down and removing my aviators.
    

    
      “Oh shit, you have a scar.” She stared, swaying to get a better look. “I noticed it a little last time, but it’s, like, a gnar scar! How’d you get that?”
    

    
      Her bluntness caught me off guard. No one asked so brazenly. “It just comes with the hazards of being me,” I dodged.
    

    
      “What’s so hazardous about you? What do you do? You said you punch sharks in the face as your job and I know you’re Navy. Diver? EOD? What’s your rate?”
    

    
      “I’m a Navy helicopter aircrewman, search and rescue swimmer,” I said, pride creeping in for the first time in a year. Tracie’s fascination was genuine, not the usual skepticism.
    

    
      “Hold on. That’s what Brandon wanted to do. He failed out, so he got rated to be a DC.” Tracie looked me up and down, approval written on her face. “That’s a dope way to get a scar, ocean warrior style. Punching sharks and shit. You wear flight suits and shit, right?”
    

    
      I nodded, and Tracie’s honking laugh erupted as she mimicked my stance, punching invisible sharks. I smiled, half at her lightheartedness, half at her obnoxious yet unique laugh. Let her think the scar was from work—it’s better imagery than the truth.
    

    
      “Anyways, what’s the plan for the rest of the day? It’s the Fourth. You busy?” she asked.
    

    
      “Unfortunately, kinda. I gotta check out a work-related thing tonight. Show up, make an appearance, leave ten minutes later. Maybe gym after.”
    

    
      “Well, dude, could you do me another favor? And yo, you can say no, but please don’t say no,” she said, excited but hesitant.
    

    
      “Shoot.”
    

    
      “Get us beer for our party tonight? I’m only twenty, so I can’t. My husband’s friend can after his duty, but that’s after six. My homegirls aren’t old enough either; they wanna hang, play drinking games, and get warmed up before the big party starts tonight.”
    

    
      “Didn’t we meet at a bar? I thought you were at least twenty-one.”
    

    
      She grinned, flaunting her charm. “I have really nice tits. Touch a bouncer’s arm, show a nipple—they forget their job.”
    

    
      “So that's your game? You loosened the battery cable just to set me up to buy you alcohol, huh?” I joke, continuing, “Sure, don’t mind helping. Nipples are not required.”
    

    
      “Fucking perfect, dude! Let me grab the money, and I’ll drive us to the exchange. Wanna play beer pong when we get back?”
    

    
      “What’s beer pong?” I asked, half-knowing.
    

    
      “WHAT’S BEER PONG?!?” she shrieks in laughter.
    

  
    
      Chapter 06: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The sea breeze carries a faint tang of salt and regret as I stand on the crest overlooking the parking lot, the unutilized military runway stretching into the distance like a straight, blackened scar across the way. As a car approaches, my hopes are dashed when I notice it’s the low-life of the island. As I ignore him, Sean Collins’ voice cuts through the hum of distant waves, sharp and unwelcome while he passes by. “Do you ever smile?” he calls from his car, his tone mocking as he cruises by, reacting to the scowl I didn’t bother to hide.
    

    
      “Yeah, obviously, you little shit,” I mutter under my breath, my words swallowed by the wind as he parks. Sean doesn’t get it— my face stays stone around him because he’s a creep, radiating the kind of vibe that makes my skin crawl. I don’t know what anyone sees in him, least of all why Chad keeps him close. Then again, Chad’s choices have long since stopped making sense. My gaze stays fixed on the horizon, where the road intersects the landing strip, waiting for Tori’s arrival. Her text said she’s through the military gate, and I cling to the hope that tonight will be exciting, even though I feel the tide is not in my hope’s favor. Fenix hasn’t replied all day, and I’m left wondering if I’ve dragged him into a night of misery with people who either trash him or don’t care. I didn’t need to wonder why he kept his distance from his co-workers, but now I see it clearly— he’s protecting himself from their poison.
    

    
      A gust lifts my dress, exposing my backside, and Sean’s voice slithers over with a suggestive “Mmm” and a lip smack. My stomach churns. What a scuzzbucket. I stride further down the lot, away from his leering eyes, my fists clenched. His catcall is vintage Sean— a flaw stitched into his core, emboldened by Chad’s indifference. Chad would probably take Sean’s slimy audible utterance as a compliment, proof his wife is still desirable. 
    

    
      Their collective depravity knows no bounds, especially when it comes to Fenix, their lies about him piling up like driftwood. Two days ago, when I mentioned Tori’s single status and Fenix’s possible attendance in front of the two of them, Chad and Sean laughed, spewing vile rumors— about how Fenix bragged about having sex with barnyard animals, a severe drinking problem, and even beating women. Chad’s disgust was palpable, as if I’d betrayed him by even mentioning Fenix. Their interrogation— “Why would Tori want to meet him? How do you know Aukai?”— felt like a trap. 
    

    
      “The gym,” I snapped back, grabbing Faye and retreating to the bedroom. I had to get away from the man I married, a man who thrives on being manipulated by people like Sean. Sean's gaze lingered on me, just as it had before I was pregnant. Now, post-weight loss, his eyes were back, undressing me. Chad, my supposed protector, is useless against his super buddy.
    

    
      The burden of holding back, not demanding a divorce from Chad, is such mental anguish and torture. I overheard them giggling and scheming for Sean to pursue Tori after mentioning her attendance—as if she’d ever glance his way. Chad’s evident crush on Tori fueled his encouragement of Sean’s pursuit. I’d noticed his tell-tale signs whenever she was around: flustered demeanor, overly loud laughter at her remarks about nothing in particular, and prolonged gazes. Naively, I dismissed these cues, unaware of the depth of his feelings for her. It seemed he’d go to any lengths to be wherever Tori was, and his ears would perk if she was mentioned. My animosity towards Chad and Sean has never been stronger. I intend to parade Tori in front of them when she meets Fenix, doing everything I can to ignite a spark between them. This, I hope, will infuriate Chad and Sean to their very core.
    

    
      In my own dwelling, I feel completely exposed, and navigating a world designed for larger individuals has always been an uphill battle. I wish I could bash their heads together, but my small stature makes it nothing more than a daydream. Since adolescence, I’ve faced teasing about my size— told to “eat more,” ridiculed by envious girls, and criticized for not appearing “healthy.” Shopping in the girls’ section and consistently being relegated to the middle seat of a full car serves as constant reminders that I don’t belong or have any means to protect myself. Even now, despite being fitter than ever, I am powerless against men like Sean, with Chad invariably siding with my oppressors. Chad’s words, “lose weight, gain value,” infuriate me, as people like him and those around me perceive it as the truth, but I only feel useless and identified as desirable because of my frailness.
    

    
      Two cars now approach across the airstrip, and my heart lifts, hoping it’s Tori and Fenix. Tori’s car pulls up, her hand waving wildly as she parks beside me, screaming with delight. The other car reveals C.J. Madeiros, one of Chad’s AW bros I actually like, his rare appearance a welcome change. Tori slouches down into my arms. “Oh my God, it’s been so long! You got so skinny again!” she says in my ear while bending over my frame. “Where’s Faye? I have something for her.”
    

    
      “She’s at the beach with Bianca and Tim. They're the unofficial 'mom and dad' of Chad's work friends, the ones who keep the idiots in check.” I reply, watching C.J. exit his car. “I was waiting for you and Fenix, my friend I mentioned.”
    

    
      “Oye, mami, así mismo como tú, me los mandó el médico
      ,
      ” C.J. flirts in his Cuban accent, and though I don’t know what he is saying, his warmth is always a balm as he approaches us. “I never remember you wearing a dress. You’re giving us all heart attacks, mami.” His over-the-top compliments make me smile.
    

    
      “Thank you,” I say, as his gaze shifts to Tori, curiosity sparking.
    

    
      “And you?” C.J. swoons, eyeing her cheesily, bringing his Latin lover flair. “So, you are her single friend, eh?” he asks Tori, playing the game in his way.
    

    
      “Oh my God, stop it,” I cut in, introducing Tori properly. She claps back, mistaking him for Fenix, and I correct her. “This not-so-gentleman is C.J., a friend with too much love to give.”
    

    
      Tori’s sharp, “Oh good, ’cuz that was the lamest introduction, for real,” sets off a playful sparring.
    

    
      C.J. winces at her dismissal but perks up when I mention Fenix would likely arrive. “Aukai! He’s really coming?” His enthusiasm for Fenix is a rare bright spot, given how he’d been received by most of the others. I admit to them both that Fenix hasn't confirmed if he's coming, so we head toward the party, trusting he’ll find us if he shows up.
    

    
      C.J. tries to charm me with another cheesy line I don’t understand, “Mi color favorito ahora es la candela en tus ojos.” He flirts with every woman, but particularly with married women because we are seen as “safe” and we rarely receive compliments.
    

    
      Tori catches his Spanish, retorting, “The fire of her eyes, huh?” She turns to me. “Are there any respectful, decent people at the beach or are none to be found?” I nod at her non-subtle hint, and point toward the bungalows where upbeat music and laser lights pulse. 
    

    
      Tori now grabs my wrist, her voice urgent. “Oh girl, I have to tell you more about Keoni.” She pauses, glancing at C.J., who takes the cue and jogs off. She continues, “He tattooed my name on his back!” she exclaims, showing me a photo of his inked devotion on her phone. “He’s crying all the time, leaving me tons of voicemails. I can’t deal with this. Even his Mom is contacting me.” I’m floored, all while staring at the swirling permanence of her name across his entire back. “It’s not possible for me to love him that way anymore,” she says. “I really do need more in life. It’s my fault for leaving the door open, saying we might find ourselves together again in the future.”
    

    
      For several minutes, Tori details the story, her feelings, and her needs. I wait for a pause in her rapid-fire complaints about the breakup before changing the subject to Chad. I find my pause and inform her about my plans, “My parents are arriving tomorrow, and I’m completely fed up with everything. I’m leaving this hellhole, and Chad has no idea, but I’m sure he’ll be happier.”
    

    
      Tori empathizes, joking about using Faye as leverage against my parents if they don’t help me escape Chad. As we reach the beach, Bianca rushes up to us, drunk and slurring, completely unlike her, embracing Tori with a hug and holding her face. “You are so pretty!” she says, asking if anyone else is coming. I explain Bianca’s role as the group’s “mom,” married to Tim, who’s currently holding Faye in the distance. Bianca’s drunken antics suggested she'd consumed the entire bar. Her wobbly motions made us laugh, but when Tori asks about where Bianca’s kids are, assuming she has children, Bianca’s face crumples. Tears stream as she corrects Tori, “No, I don’t have kids,” and stumbles away.
    

    
      Tori’s horror comes immediately, whispering apologies. I send her to Faye while I follow Bianca to a bungalow bathroom, where she’s weeping on the toilet seat. “No one knows,” she sobs, confirming my suspicions of infertility, given she’s in her mid-thirties. “We’ve been trying for years. My uterus has these antisperm antibodies or something, and Tim’s sperm count is as low as it gets. We can’t have our baby— we— really wanted to meet our baby.” She wails and her pain cuts deep as she continues to bawl, mirroring my own fears of loss. As she jumps off the toilet to vomit, I hold her hair, my tears falling with hers, both of us mourning dreams that may never come true for Tim and her.
    

  
    
      Chapter 07: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The garage smells of stale beer and musk, with the beer pong table centered in Tracie’s garage, and the party roars around us to my delight. I’m stacking cups for our seventh match in a row, the last slippery plastic cup put in place. As I’m about to call out for her to join, Tracie’s voice explodes outside the garage. “FUCK THAT!” she screams, her beer arcing through the air to splash some sailor square in the face, sprinkling his buddy with foam too. The crowd freezes, and she storms toward me, muttering curses at the two guys across the way. “Nah, get over here, you cowards. Face us. Now.”
    

    
      “What happened?” one of her volleyball teammates asks, wide-eyed.
    

    
      “These idiots are calling us cheaters,' Tracie spits, her anger a live wire. 'They said they can't stop laughing at your face and think our so-called handicap is why we keep winning.” Tracie spits their words back at their face, her anger a live wire. The garage goes dead quiet, all eyes on us. She plants herself beside me, glaring at the random sailors with a fire I’ve never seen in any young woman. My scarred face now endures the stares of the two guys—forever the visual hurdle I can’t outrun—but Tracie’s presence is a shield, fierce and unyielding.
    

    
      The guy who was doused opens his mouth, but Tracie cuts him off. “SHUT UP AND PLAY!” She rips off her shirt, revealing a prominent scar snaking from her hip to her sternum, a badge of honor for her from some brutal surgery. The crowd gasps, and the sailors falter, unable to meet her eyes—or mine. “What, you need an incentive?” she taunts, flexing her left arm. “I’ll play left-handed. Is that fair enough for you to beat our handicap?” I choke back a laugh, her audacity cracking my defenses. The sailors stay silent, their faces hardening as murmurs ripple through the onlookers spilling in from Tracie’s house.
    

    
      “Fine, screw it,” Tracie says, fishing her truck keys from her pocket and tossing them onto the table. “Win, and that truck’s yours.” The garage holds its breath, whispers buzzing—
      Is she serious?
       The sailors take the bait, their egos hooked to get revenge on Tracie for humiliating them.
    

    
      Tracie’s a machine, her left hand sinking shots with deadly precision, her mouth just as sharp, dubbing them “Wimp One” and “Wimp Two.” I match her rhythm, my throws steady, fueled by her fire. For the final shot, she rubs the ping-pong ball into the grimy floor, smirking. “Let’s add some flavor to that cup, you cunts.” The ball plops into their last cup, and the crowd erupts, cheers shaking the walls. “Get the hell outta here!” Tracie roars, her grin wild as the sailors slink away, tails tucked, not even drinking the last beer from the table. We lock eyes, and for the first time in years, a genuine smile breaks across my face as I’m pulled into the orbit of her joy. I’ve never had anyone defend me like that, putting her own pride and property on the line. I am in awe. And, to be honest, I somewhat felt bad for those dudes and what they endured tonight.
    

    
      The party surges on, electric with Tracie’s victory. Later, as the crowd thins, we collapse on the garage couch, surrounded by empty cans. “Muscles,” she says—her nickname for me because I’m apparently bulkier than I thought. She’s also said, “We gotta hang out more. And then some more. And then more.” Her words hit deep, and I nod, my throat tight. I haven’t felt this connected since—ever, maybe. Tracie’s not just a competitor; she’s a force, her loyalty fierce and unapologetic. I’m almost teary, the alcohol stripping away my usual control. I'm just grateful for this happily married girl—a radical younger than me who has cracked open a door I thought was locked forever.
    

    
      She sets me up on her downstairs couch, insisting I must crash at her home if I drink at her place. The girls are trickling upstairs until 3 in the morning, and I’m alone with my thoughts, sinking into the cool, leather cushions. What a fun night, where I was the champion for once because of a fun partner. I can’t stop smiling as the room lightly starts spinning from the alcohol, and I just ride the wave.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Morning comes too fast as I hear the faint sound of a loud moped roll nearby that irritates me, the sun slicing through my hangover. I wake, face buried in a pillow, my buzz replaced by a creeping dread. I’m in another man’s house. Tracie said she wants to keep this going, but what about her husband? What was I thinking, trading ass-slaps with her all night like it was nothing? I know she started it, and it felt right then, playful and easy; but now it’s a tangle of what-ifs. My sobriety kicks off an anxiety I haven’t felt before. If she wakes up, it’ll be awkward, especially since she's likely sober too. And her husband—what would he think of me being here? Her neighbors definitely would suspect something if I came over more. My bladder screams, and I slip off the couch, tiptoeing to the downstairs bathroom to pee sitting down to keep quiet. I need to find my car key and get out before this gets messier. I check my pockets—wallet’s there, but no keys. It’s gotta be on the couch. As I search the crevices, a creak comes from upstairs, then the sound of footsteps. The master bathroom toilet flushes, and I curse under my breath. Tracie’s awake. I’d hoped to text my way out of here, to avoid an awkward goodbye, but her door opens.
    

    
      “Morning,” I call, my voice tight and light.
    

    
      “Aloha,” Tracie replies, smirking from the balcony. She’s in a halter top and polka-dot panties, her scar stark in the daylight. “Looking for this?” She dangles my car key as she descends the stairs. “I took it so you wouldn’t drive drunk last night.”
    

    
      “You took it?” I ask, confused. My memory’s spotty—too many beers.
    

    
      “Yup,” she says, handing it over. “And now you’re staying for breakfast. Eggs, bagels, coffee. I have no milk, just sugar. How many?”
    

    
      “Umm, just a bagel, thanks,” I say, still reeling. Her casual vibe eases me, but her half-dressed state throws me off. “Laundry day or what?” I joke, nodding at her revealing attire.
    

    
      “Nah, gonna catch some sun out back after,” she says, bustling into the kitchen. “Join if you want.” She starts the coffee maker, pulling out ingredients. I sit, marveling at how natural this feels, like I belong. But the thought of her husband, this house, her life—it’s a knot I can’t untie.
    

    
      Over breakfast, Tracie opens up—her West Coast roots, a strained relationship with her family, a volleyball scholarship at UH Manoa, and her role as libero among her towering teammates. Her stories pull me in, and I share scraps of my own life: the foster care maze, my mom’s supposed searching for me, my duty to Mom despite our distance, and my solitude since returning to the island. I keep the heavy stuff—Diana, the betrayal, the meat and potatoes of the orphanage life—locked away, and I feel she is doing the same in some manner. Tracie listens, her eyes sharp but kind, and I feel a rare urge to stay here, to be part of her world even more. The coffee’s bitter warmth grounds me, but my mind drifts to my phone, left in my car. I owe Jessica a text—she believed in me, already saying Chad expected me because she revealed our gym acquaintance. As Tracie flips eggs, a voice calls from upstairs. “That breakfast I smell?”
    

    
      “Yeah, get down here!” Tracie shouts. “And bring my phone!” There were so many girls that they poured into her room from the other two rooms upstairs. She turns to me. “You said you forgot your phone, right? Someone you need to call?”
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s a girl named Jessica, a gym friend,” I say, standing. “Might owe her an apology for ditching our plans to go to my work thing. I never wanted to go in the first place.”
    

    
      I head for the door, the sunlight blinding as my hangover kicks in harder. In my car, I grab my phone and see missed texts and a call from a 959 area code. My stomach drops—Iulia. Her text glows: 
      Fenix! Heard your voice on your voicemail. It’s Iulia. I’m over the moon! I love you, call me! <3
    

    
      Iulia’s New Hampshire number drags up old ghosts—Diana, the promises, the lies. Tracie comes to my mind, putting her truck on the line for me: a stranger with this face I own. Diana would never have done the same, and she knew me and my heart. I don’t want to know anything about Iulia or even if she still has contact with Diana. I reflect in my hesitation, but Tracie’s aggressive voice echoes in my head—
      fucking do it
      —so I hit redial. 
    

    
      “Fenix!?” Iulia’s voice bursts through.
    

    
      “Hey, Iulia,” I say, keeping it cool. “Been a while.”
    

    
      “Oh my God, your voice! How are you?”
    

    
      “Good,” I say, glancing at Tracie’s garage, littered with beer cans. “Partied last night, crashed at a friend’s. Just waking up.”
    

    
      “You party now?” she asks, surprised.
    

    
      “Sometimes,” I reply, my tone flat. “So, you got my number.”
    

    
      “Yeah! Diana found you online—your profile had it.” My jaw tightens at Diana’s name. “She wants to talk, Fenix. There’s stuff you don’t know—”
    

    
      “I’m good,” I cut in, cold. “You’re still tight with her, huh?”
    

    
      “She’s my best friend,” Iulia says, softly. “I’m moving to Hawaii soon, got a job already lined up. Diana’s coming too. She’s... finalizing a divorce.”
    

    
      “Divorce?” The word stings, stirring memories of Diana’s betrayal—her talk of our marriage, kids, a home, all lies. “Whatever. I guess that must suck worse than paying for someone else’s abortion.”
    

    
      “Fenix, please, just hear her out—”
    

    
      “Nah, Iulia,” I say, my voice hard. “I don’t need any complications. Look, I gotta go. I’ll call you back later.” My voice is stiff and my stomach churns, and not from the hangover. I hang up, my hands shaking. Iulia’s loyalty to Diana feels like a betrayal, another reminder of why I keep my walls up. Ironically, though, Tracie’s different—she fought for me, no strings, no games. But even now, sitting in her world, I’m scared to trust it. Her husband, her life—it’s a minefield. Yet she’s made me feel like I belong, and that’s terrifying.
    

    
      I head back inside, the cool air a relief. Tracie’s at the table, eggs and bagels ready and the rest of the ladies still upstairs. “Muscles, you good?” she asks, her grin easy.
    

    
      “Yeah,” I lied, sitting across from her. She leans over, taps my shoulder, and plants a quick kiss on my forehead—a sisterly gesture that melts some of my fear. “Thanks, Tracie. For... everything.”
    

    
      “Anytime,” she says, her eyes warm. “The couch is yours, and the summer’s all ours. Keep those creeps who walk through here in line for us, eh? I trust you, and not any other dudes coming through here. I can just tell who the good guys are, you know.” Her friend bounds downstairs, phone in hand, and the house feels alive, safe. But as we eat, Iulia’s call lingers, a shadow on this new light. Tracie’s my anchor now, but I’m still afraid to hold on too tight.
    

  
    
      Chapter 08: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The Hawaiian Airlines baggage claim hums with restless energy, travelers tapping their feet, eyes darting to the exit doors. Faye squirms in her stroller, her blue eyes wide as she babbles at strangers, charming them despite her tired, sturdy legs that are unable to walk just yet. I’ve been watching the crowd for fifteen minutes, captivated by their anticipation and lovely reunions. A brunette my age, soft and curvy, waits nearby, her face lighting up as an Army soldier strides through the exit in his uniform. She runs to him, sobbing, their embrace fierce and lingering, whispers of love passing between them. I wipe a tear, moved by their raw connection, a stark contrast to the hollow ache Chad’s left in me. My parents are moments away, and I cling to the promise of their arrival and our departure from this island together, and re-establish the tether to my family. It’s a connection I’ve missed immensely while stranded in this supposed paradise that has become my prison.
    

    
      Last night was a disaster, unraveling as I should’ve expected. Tori showed her face to me forty-five minutes after I helped Bianca to a bed, her sobs still echoing in my ears. Tori felt out of place and, understandably, left. I couldn’t ease Bianca’s pain—her confession of infertility, the weight of a childless life, crushed me too. She spoke of her sister, who has kids but neglects them, leaving Bianca and Tim to love their nieces in a broken home. It broke my heart, a stark reminder of how dreams can shatter and force us to navigate the loss of what never was. Tim found us, Faye in his arms, and saw our tears. He knew Bianca had shared their secret. Without a word, he closed the door, muffling the festive fireworks and laughter outside, and took Faye back to the party, ever the steady protector.
    

    
      Chad didn’t check on me, barely spoke all night, only muttering he’d ride home with Collins. I left with Faye, drained, my misery too heavy to voice. Admitting how Chad’s neglect—his absence, his lies—has eroded me feels like confessing failure when all I needed was help, or simply someone who would listen. I wondered, who would listen? Who’d even care? My phone buzzes with Tori’s text: 
      Thanks. I hope to see you again soon.
       It was a plain text born of obligation, one that translated clearly to:
       she had a terrible time.
    

    
      As for Fenix, I’m relieved he didn’t show last night—his absence spared us more chaos. Tori’s dealing with Keoni’s suicidal texts and even his mother’s pleas, so I fear we may never connect as friends before I escape this island with Faye after her first birthday. I texted Fenix, hoping to thank him for dodging the mess, but he hasn’t replied since yesterday.
    

    
      The display flashes—HA Flight 25 from Portland. Faye claps, sensing my excitement as the luggage carousel groans to life. Passengers stream through the exit, families hugging, couples reuniting. My joy falters, shadowed by Chad’s absence. He didn’t come home last night, likely “forgetting” my parents’ arrival on purpose. His issues with his own family don’t excuse him poisoning mine. He missed Faye’s birth, deployed when I needed him, and my parents stepped in, nursing me through a brutal C-section. Today was his chance to meet them, to show he’s more than a deadbeat, but he’s failed again. I’m done shielding him, done with his disregard. I need to tell my parents the truth: Chad’s not the man they think, and I’m leaving him.
    

    
      My phone buzzes—Fenix, not my parents. I hesitate, worried it’s a pocket dial, but answer. “Hello?”
    

    
      “Hey, aloha, Jessica,” Fenix says, his voice cautious. “Got a minute? Don’t wanna bother you.”
    

    
      “Chad’s not here,” I say, catching his assumption. “Faye and I are at the airport, waiting for my parents. What’s up?”
    

    
      “Oh, that’s today! Grandparents in town, nice,” he says, brightening. “Look, I’m sorry about last night. Hope I didn’t miss much. I wasn’t lying about wanting to come—I just... got caught up. Made a new friend, helped her with her truck, and one thing led to another.”
    

    
      I smirk, teasing, “Oh, are you telling me you got some action, huh? A gentleman never kisses and tells.”
    

    
      “What? Nah, you know me,” he laughs, genuine. “Not like that. She’s married, just a friend. Best night I’ve had in a while, though. I was tricked into drinking, but I made a real connection, maybe lifelong. I don’t know, it just sounds weird saying it out loud.” His joy catches me off guard, and a pang of hurt hits—we were supposed to become real friends yesterday, too. His excitement makes my own disappointment feel small and selfish. Still, I push it down; my feelings are tangled in Chad’s hot mess, not Fenix’s fault.
    

    
      “That’s awesome,” I say, forcing warmth. “Sounds like you found your people.”
    

    
      “Yeah, maybe,” he says, softer. “Her and her girls. Anyway, sorry for flaking. I’ll show up next time.”
    

    
      “You’re good,” I assure him. “You dodged a bullet. There was some—”
    

    
      “Wait, hold on for a second, okay?” Fenix
    

    
      The call shifts, a woman’s voice cutting in, thick with pidgin in the background. “Ey, where you been? Worried you died.”
    

    
      Fenix’s tone hardens. “Don’t pretend you care. You have my phone number. Did you need anything?” I hear a car door slam, footsteps on gravel, then wood creaking. I realize it’s his mom, her accent stark against his flat one. I shouldn’t listen as they carry on, but the glimpse into his life—strained, raw—hooks me. I hang up finally, guilty for eavesdropping, but curious. Fenix’s mom, a Hawaiian native, sounds worlds apart from him. What’s their story? If he has more to say, he’ll text me or call me now.
    

    
      The carousel clanks, luggage tumbling out. I spot my parents’ bags as they round the escalator, their faces lighting up. I lift Faye from her stroller, and we rush forward, colliding in a warm hug. I drape leis over their necks, laughing, “Welcome back to Hawaii!” Faye clings to me, wary of these new faces, but my parents barely see me, their attention entirely focused on showering their granddaughter with coos and kisses. Dad twirls, showing off his garish aloha shirt and pink lei. “Blend in with the locals yet? Not too haole?” he grins, reveling in his absurdity.
    

    
      “Where’s Chad?” Mom asks, scanning. “Parking?”
    

    
      “No, Mom. We need to talk, serious family stuff.”
    

    
      “Does Chad need to be there?” Dad cuts in, reading me.
    

    
      “It’s not that simple,” I say, my voice tight.
    

    
      Mom’s eyes soften. “Let’s eat first. I’m starving. Frank, grab the bags.” She takes Faye and waves me off to help Dad with the bags. I wrap my arms around him, his familiar warmth a balm. “Hello, my love,” he says, his voice soft.
    

    
      We grab the luggage, and I vent. “Chad’s not here. Probably hungover or surfing with his buddies. He promised to come, but... he’s just Chad.”
    

    
      Dad tucks a loose strand of hair behind my ear, his touch gentle. “Maybe it’s for the best, sweetheart. You’re upset just mentioning him. Let’s meet him when things are calmer. We’re here for weeks—plenty of time to know the father of our granddaughter.” His optimism cuts deep, clinging to the image of Chad as a Search and Rescue hero, a man whose only claim to their pride is Faye, a gift born of my naive choice to love him. He doesn’t deserve their pedestal, not when his neglect poisons everything. They haven’t seen the truth yet, haven’t witnessed the emptiness behind his paper-thin valor, but they will.
    

    
      “He’s a disappointment, Dad,” I blurt. “Always. Our communication’s broken. It’s really never been there since he came back from his deployment.”
    

    
      Dad’s eyes search mine. “Have you told him how you feel?”
    

    
      “I’ve tried,” I say, frustrated. “He shuts down, says no to talking.”
    

    
      “Jessica, men don’t read minds,” Dad says gently. “You’re quiet with your feelings. Tell him clearly, every time your feelings shift. He’ll learn to listen if you guide him with words.”
    

    
      I stare, incredulous. “He doesn’t want to hear it, Dad.”
    

    
      He smiles, that infuriatingly wise Dad-smile. “You know the problem—communication. That’s a start. He’s not physically abusive, is he?” I shake my head and feel the familiar dad I love attempt to do what he does: repair things. He nods in his own wisdom, and advises, “Communicate, because it’s hard. He’s your husband.”
    

    
      I lean into him, exhausted. Dad’s wrong—Chad’s neglect is its own abuse, and I’m done. I want out, back to Oregon, where Faye can know Ben, my brother, whose autism helped shape our cohesive and overly-empathetic family. Mom and Dad sent me here to live my own life, away from playing Ben’s older, doting sister. But now I’m just playing mom to Faye in a broken marriage, and apparently, it’s so easy if only I talk to the abuser—yet I don’t want to repair it at all. As we head to the car, Mom’s voice rings out, “I might never leave Hawaii this time!” I smile at her love for the island I consider an internment camp. 
    

    
      They’re slightly aware of my plan to leave him though, and maybe even deduced that I wish to flee back home with them. And they undoubtedly will not forsake me to Chad any longer, but not before they witness the truth of their son-in-laws’ defunct behavior. My parents are here for over a month, and that’s more time than needed to ensure salvation and justice.
    

  
    
      Chapter 09: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I spit hydrogen peroxide foam into the sink, the sting sharp on my tongue as I finish my morning teeth-brushing ritual. The mirror’s cracked edges catch my gaze—shattered since Asia’s quiet exit months ago, a reminder of her muttering departure and my own resolve to stop being prey. I’m in a strange mood, a mix of cautious hope and nagging unease. Last weekend’s high with Tracie and her girly crew lingers, a rare spark of connection, but work looms, my return to Aircrewman duty inching closer. Will I fit back into that world? 
    

    
      However, Diana’s shadow haunts me with her impending arrival along with buddy-buddy Iulia weeks or months away. I don’t know and try not to care. I find maybe I could be thankful for being deployed soonish, shipped off before they arrive; then maybe I’ll ditch the Navy for a college far from this island. Hawaii is not a place I call home. I haven’t found that place yet. 
    

    
      Diana was radiant when we met as teenagers, her sincerity a magnet that drew everyone in. Her beauty turned heads in high school, but it was her gaze—piercing, like she saw me—that hit me hard. Diana admitted she was immediately captivated by me the day I stood my ground against Asia’s best friend. On that fateful day as I stood my ground against her insults, my intensity in the moment scared that bullying bitch off me. Diana came to my aid right after, and looked at me as if it were love at first sight as I stared her down, angry at the world. I became calm in her slow motion eyes, only wanting to aid with my reopened wound. Within a month, I was deeply integrated into her inner circle, drawn in by her pure heart and undeniable magnetism. Yet, she called me her “white knight,” claiming she felt safe with me. Looking back, my worship of her feels naive and cringe-worthy. I had nightmares of losing her to other guys when we were together, but the reality was worse—she broke me in ways I never saw coming.
    

    
      The last I saw of them, I bought us all plane tickets to San Diego, rented cottages on the base’s quiet edge for the cliché proposal on the beach—not just to Diana, but to Iulia, asking her to stay in our lives, to raise a family together as friends. That first night, Diana and I shared slow, joyful intimacy, laughter filling the air. Iulia teased we’d already made our baby that week, her joy mirroring ours. Then it all crumbled—Diana’s lies, another man, the truth I won’t face because there’s no need. I’m done being that fool.
    

    
      My only clue was an obvious one. A simple text that came out of nowhere, years ago: 
      Can we talk?
       My gut twisted, fearing she’d end our engagement. Almost five years without a fight—what could go wrong, I thought? I called her, heart pounding. Her voice was flat as she dropped the bomb: we were pregnant. No joy, just cold resolve. She now wanted an abortion, citing her evolving ambitions as she was just entering college and our youth, promising kids later after following through with her swimming career, and maybe some travel first. We discussed for hours, her certainty unyielding that this was the best course of action. I caved, sending her the money for the abortion, but two thoughts gnawed at me. But she’d had her period the last night we were in San Diego. How could she be pregnant? I was a virgin, I didn’t know anything. She’d always dreamed of early motherhood, a deep desire that superseded everything as the Diana in my head, but I rationalized that being a mother hit her hard before she’d hit her stride in life. I never questioned her fully, too afraid to crack the perfect image I’d built and ask her directly.
    

    
      That night, I told Iulia, needing someone to hear me. She was shocked, unaware that Diana was pregnant, or that Diana had convinced me to send her the money for an abortion. Hours later, a text from Iulia, meant for Diana, hit me like a blade through my throat: 
      Don’t do it. Life is sacred, even if it’s not his.
       
    

    
      Not—
      his
      ? I froze, doubt flooding in. Was Iulia joking? I sent a question mark. Iulia wasn’t cruel, but every second she didn’t reply, I felt necrosis inch closer on my one joy. I sent a question mark again, then called her, my heart racing. No answer. Another text followed: 
      You two need to talk
      . I hurled my phone at the cement floor, shattering it to avoid that conversation. What was left to say? Every doubter, every smirk from those shitheads who questioned us, crashed in. I laughed through tears, barely holding it together as my first deployment was days away. Diana’s betrayal broke me, and Iulia’s plea felt like a betrayal too.
    

    
      I barely spoke at work, curling into my barracks bed, teetering between despair and rage. I fantasized about becoming a SEAL or a mercenary, craving violence to drown the pain. Our rate’s mantra—“so others may live”—felt like a cruel joke, but it saved me in a way, reminding me I could still be honorable despite my jaded heart. Ugh. Why would Iulia call now, stirring this up? Even mentioning that bitch within a minute after saying hi. If I had one wish, it’d be for Diana to vanish, or to never have approached me when I was young.
    

    
      I scrub my teeth harder, my mouth sour like I kissed regret itself. Iulia’s soft heart is her strength, but obviously a huge weakness within her that’s being exploited, which is the only reason I didn’t belittle her when she called about Diana’s impending arrival. But—believing Diana after everything? I spit out the rest of the foam into the sink, my body rigid with old anger, fists itching to break something. I glare at my reflection in the cracked mirror, my reflection splintered like my past. But the past has been buried and that’s where I’ll continue to leave it. Pewter is waiting.
    

    
      Today’s another chance for a good day—let’s stack them up.
       My body’s tense and dehydrated, but as I flex, I see muscle, stretch marks tracing my growth. Tracie’s “Muscles” nickname hits different now; I’m bigger than I thought. The sun’s rising, painting my skyview a faint pink-purple before it rises above the horizon, a reminder I’m cutting it close. Pewter wants me at the squadron by 0530 for his FCF (Functional Check Flight), and I’m a half-hour drive away. I rinse, spit, and rush to my closet, grabbing crisp dungarees. My flight suit hangs there, pristine in its dust cover, polished boots waiting. I vowed to wear it again, to spite the Senior Chief’s attempt to ground me for good. Proving him wrong feels like victory, even if I’m not sure I want this life anymore. If it bothers Senior, I’ll do a bit more work.
    

    
      …
    

    
      It’s 0700, and Pewter rushes in late, the FCF brief already done without him, but the morning muster starts—my first in months, thanks to my mid-shift cake duty in the Dog House. We’ll walk the flight line, hunting hazards or debris, chatting casually for fifteen minutes before an officer kicks off the official muster, then another fifteen discussing tasks. It’s all so tediously painful to relive this early work life again. I consider hiding at my desk, hoping no one notices, but the briefing room door opens, chatter spilling out. Footsteps approach the empty Ops office. “Aukai, you here?”
    

    
      “Yep,” I say, stepping around.
    

    
      “Great. Walk and talk, in private?” Pewter asks, his tone neutral.
    

    
      “Sure,” I reply, wary of us finally knowing each other as a team. Private talks rarely mean good news, but his voice gives nothing away. We head downstairs, veering to the parking lot. He lights a cigarette, inhales deeply, and groans. “I don’t fucking know, man. This was not a good morning, but whatever man.”
    

    
      I squint, waiting for more.
    

    
      “Look, this is only my second deployment, and last time, Marshall ran everything. And I just let him, I couldn’t stop him from working and he didn’t teach me anything,” he says, frustration raw. “Senior Chief and Tim now expect me to lead a Bravo deployment, but I’m a Romeo systems operator. Even if it was my aircraft, I’m not ready to be a senior crewman! Senior signed my 300-level, and the board was a joke—to all the things I didn’t know, I simply said I’d ask the Chief or Lieutenant for help, and they passed me. He said that those were acceptable answers. But I’m literally clueless on a lot!” He fidgets, a nervous wreck as the days tick down and raking his hand through his hair. “Bro, I’m so late today. Sorry.”
    

    
      “I got you. Anything I can do?” I offer. “I’ve got some experience, been at sea and my seniors made me do everything. I can help where I can.”
    

    
      “That’s it, Aukai. You’re practically 300-level, just didn’t get the board because of your screw-up. You know the systems, you work hard, never chatter. Your demotion was harsh, man. None of us knew what to say to you. You’re so quiet, and Senior… he told us you were a shit stain on our shop.” His empathy surprises me. I’m starting to understand that protecting one’s career by steering clear of the riffraff isn’t just cowardice; it’s a form of intelligence. I’ve kept everyone at arm’s length, ostracized since forever, but I’ve studied to be essential as a developed asset to our aircrew those years I flew. “I need you to keep me sharp, update me on everything. You’ll train the new Bravo guy too—whoever he is. I’m drowning in Lieutenant’s questions, and I need you to guide me. Until then, I’m really hoping you can just—pull me through this.”
    

    
      I nod, realizing he’s asking me to be his backbone. Great… “Yep,” I say, unenthused.
    

    
      “Thanks, Aukai,” he says, relieved. “On paper, I’m in charge, but you’re running the show and everyone will know it. You understand? I’ll shield you from the politics because a few people are very surprised you’re back, and not in a good way. Whatever you need, I’ll get it to you. I’ll fight to get you the respect you deserve in the shop. Deal?” He offers his hand, his vulnerability raw. I shake it, stunned by his praise. “Anything you need from me?”
    

    
      I shake my head, smiling faintly.
    

    
      “C’mon, anything?” he presses.
    

    
      “Nothing comes to mind,” I say.
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll keep you in the loop,” he says, taking a final drag, flicking his cigarette over the fence, and trotting off. “Let me know.” His compliment lingers, strange but warm. I misjudged him, too caught in my own distrust. As he rounds the hangar, his ratty flight suit’s calf pocket sways, heavy with his checklist, and now I realize I do want something.
    

    
      “PEWTER!” I shout.
    

    
      He pops his head out. “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Can you get me out of these?” I gesture to my dungarees.
    

    
      He grins. “I’m ordering you to show up in your flight suit tomorrow, understood?”
    

    
      I smile back, a small victory sparking. Maybe I’m not just proving Senior wrong—maybe I’m proving something to myself.
    

  
    
      Chapter 10: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Chad’s footsteps echo, jolting me awake. I brace myself, expecting Faye to stir awake too. But she’s still, mouth agape, nestled against my inner elbow, oblivious to her head’s weight crushing me. I close my eyes again, waiting for him to just leave, and little bits of the dream I was experiencing float back to my conscious brain. In our rundown Kailua apartment, its chipped cinder-block walls and peeling paint are a daily reminder of my confinement, and felt all too relevant in the dream I’ve just woken from; Faye was sentenced to life in prison for a crime, and I was just there, able to leave the entire time, yet I was anchored to her, a tiny life tethering me to this soulless prison with grey steel and crying women everywhere. It was only despair and pain to bear witness to her life in this hallucinated confinement.
    

    
      The summer heat smothers me, sweat pooling as fragments of a nightmare linger—me cradling Faye in a cold, cement cell, freedom a taunting mirage. Faye deserves a better mom, one not trapped in a life she loathes.
    

    
      My parents’ indifference in the car yesterday stung—they were too enchanted by Faye to hear my hints about leaving Chad. When Dad suggested picking Chad up for lunch, I couldn’t voice my decision to end our marriage. Worse, he leaned in for a showy kiss in front of them, pulling me close, and I played along, seething inside. Anxiety consumed that day until we reached their rented beach house, a mile from our slum; its bamboo furniture and koa wood accents a world apart. Their backyard, framed by lush Hawaiian greenery, opens to Kailua Bay’s yellow sand and turquoise shallows, a salt breeze easing my dread. This is the life I want for Faye, not Chad’s cage.
    

    
      Reflecting on my youth, I close my eyes, drifting to sixteen. Back then, I shunned the drama of friendships in our Oregon town, finding peace in our family’s sanctuary. Dad, Mom, and Ben—my autistic brother—were my world. We painted, laughed, and grew tight-knit as Ben’s wit and empathy bloomed. Dad, born into wealth from Grandpa’s 45-year grocery store empire, evolved from a boisterous jokester to a philosopher and writer, his published works a quiet triumph. Grandparenthood lit him up anew, inspiring my own passion for painting. Mom, an ethics professor, juggled her career and Ben’s needs with grace, despite her own struggles. She once slipped and called Ben her “karma” from her past life, dodging praise, but he was never a burden to me—just my best friend. Ben’s compassion shone through cruelty from kids mocking his visible disabilities, responding, “They don’t know better.” He knew wisdom, and he repeated it, in a loving way. I ache for Faye to meet him, to know that kind of love he has.
    

    
      …
    

    
      With a month left to convince my parents to take us back to Oregon, I’m suffocating under Chad’s shadow of cheesiness, and I swear it’s the luxury my family can provide. Their beach house has been my daily escape for the past few days, its beauty a stark contrast to our crumbling life. Chad’s arrival always sours it for me. Dad beckons, “Son! Come in, grab a cucumber sandwich. How’s your day?” overly welcoming as he strolls in to officially put a stop to my peace.
    

    
      “Fine, went smooth,” Chad replies, rote.
    

    
      “Fun time,” Dad says, oblivious. I force a mechanical kiss for their sake, then retreat to the lanai, my sanctuary. Chad’s charm for my parents grates—he sparkles for them, not me. I tune out his work talk, Faye asleep in Mom’s arms, and recall last night’s forced conversation here. 
    

    
      Dad had brushed off my plea to leave Chad. I’d laid it all out for him: Chad's rude comments about my weight, his lackluster parenting, the fact we slept in separate rooms, his nightly routine of beer and sleeping pills, even his porn addiction. In short, his actions were speaking louder than words ever could between us, and I can’t save our marriage, but Dad suggested he’s stressed as a uniformed man. And then, repeating with Mom, “For Faye. For Faye.” Damn it, I’m doing this for Faye!
    

    
      Stumped, I realized I hadn’t truly confronted Chad’s neglect and it was high time, relying instead on my only exit plan. So, I sat with Chad last night, demanding only truth. “You want a future with me? Be honest, because I am just about done.” I was honest, and we agreed to work on our partnership as friends and parents. But I’m still uneasy because once I took sex off the table, and he immediately flipped the script, demanding that I still 'take care of him' in the ways a wife should, ways I haven’t been. That, of course, set off another argument, and him lying and denying his porn use, as if I don’t know that there’s a web browser history. He then said if he stopped his porn use, would I agree to his sexual needs. This talk that Dad insisted finally happen became disgusting.
    

    
      Soon, our need for compromises and arrangements to be better partners and parents turned into crude jokes about him wanting a kinky wife from now on—dildos, anal, video recording—which only widened the gap between us, and his half-joking scheming was to only degrade me into becoming the porno bimbo he watches. Now I know for certain there’s no repairing this, but I can’t look like I didn’t try hard enough. When Chad makes a mistake in front of them, and he will, that’s when I’ll bring this truth talk with Chad turned into filth and nasty expectations. His last statement after our semi-truce was “I’m just letting you know. I am about to find out the truth,” followed by a knowing chuckle that only sounded like another one of his insecure riddles.
    

    
      My phone dings—
       Yes. Loving soccer. I suck, but I’m a pretty good goalie. 
      Fenix replies back to his reasoning for not being at the gym lately.
    

    
      I wanna play!
       I text back, envious.
    

    
      Why don’t you? It’s just fun, no requirements to play.
    

    
      I’ll see what I can do :)
       I smile, a spark of life flaring. It’s coming again, random sequences of what would have happened had Fenix and Tori met. I fantasized about it a few times already, and for some reason, I wanna see if I can make it a thing. My brain races with the possibility of them meeting this time—Fenix, kind and scared to be fun, and Tori, a vibrant and fierce woman. They could be a good pair of friends, their connection a middle finger to Chad’s world and his low opinion of Fenix. It feels right and I think I’m persuasive enough to get the ball rolling. I feel a devilish side of me wanting them happy, as even Fenix and Tori are a better focus on my energy to bring love to this world than using any more brain power on the breadwinner.
    

    
      Chad walks by, dismissing Faye’s immediate crawling towards him. He turns to me and says. “Hey, are you gonna be here on Friday too after I get off work?”
    

    
      I seize the moment. “And Fenix is a good guy. He actually feels guilty talking to me because he respects you. In fact, he won’t meet Tori unless you’re okay with it—he thinks it’s crossing a line since he works with you.” I lie, the words flowing effortlessly.
    

    
      He tilts his head, curious. “Wait—you are trying to hook Tori up with Fenix?”
    

    
      I blink, caught. “What? No. She’s interested in knowing him.”
    

    
      “You told Tori about him or something? Or has she even seen him in person,” Chad says, half-joking, half-probing.
    

    
      “No,” I say, annoyed. “I’m thinking of taking Tori to see him play soccer with the squadron tomorrow.”
    

    
      “How do you know about squadron soccer? Or if Aukai’s even there? The gym?” Chad asks, scratching his head.
    

    
      “I read Fenix’s blog online—it says he plays Fridays. Figured Tori could meet him there.”
    

    
      Chad’s eyes narrow. “So, you read his blog, think he’s some great guy and wanna hook him up with Tori?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I say, standing firm. “And Tori wouldn’t mind a little hook up.” I lie with every word effortlessly to the idiot and hold eye contact without blinking.
    

    
      Chad’s face shifts, a flicker of shame. “Wow, okay, a meetup? Really?”
    

    
      “Yes!” I snap.
    

    
      “Alright, alright,” he says, softening. “After work, I’ll hit the field too. You meet me there. Could be fun, it’s been a while.”
    

    
      “No,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Just Tori and me.”
    

    
      Chad looks confused, then nods. “Don’t think we will be busy,” Chad says, shaking his head, as I watch him plot in real time, and whip out his phone. “I’ll see who is free too, it’s been awhile since we represented for our squadron.” Chad totally ignores the fact that I don’t want him there, like he didn’t even hear me.
    

    
      I hid my smirk, I knew Chad would fall for the trap of Tori. I don’t want Chad there, but somewhat expected it. I’ll play his game for now, biding my time until I’m free. Now the only thing I have to do is make sure Tori says yes to something she doesn’t even know about, yet she must say yes, and somehow I can make it worth her while all while trying to get her in front of Fenix.
    

  
    
      Chapter 11: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      There it is: the sexiest items I own. My fresh flight suit and original dog tags from boot camp to complete the ensemble. Of course, it’s all for show—you’ll sweat profusely in them; most of us only have about three, which means they smell awful after a few uses, and are essentially hydraulic-drenched jumpsuits with too many pockets. But screw that—only the elite get to wear this, and I've reclaimed it! This uniform and dog tags are sometimes the last thing us helicopter crackpots will wear before we meet our end. These two items are mementos I would never give up, and that’s sad considering I just gave up my sister and all the memories of my past are confined to a couple of containers.
    

    
      I rush to the bathroom and put it on after nearly ten months… Damn! I look sexy wearing a fresh flight suit with its faint, industrial-soap scent. My polished boots and aviator sunglasses complete my swagger. The tightness of the folded-up cuffs carves into my biceps; the gym has paid off, cutting off my circulation with the crisp NOMEX fabric having no give. I am the first person to don a flight suit again at my squadron after being grounded. I pop open my phone’s camera and take a few pictures of myself, scrolling through the ones I like best. Badass V-neck with abs I’ve kept since I was a teenager.
    

    
      Pewter texts me: 
      I don’t need you but be in the PR shop by noon
      .
       Cool! Another thirty minutes of relaxing.
    

    
      AW3 Lynn had me run some papers for signatures to start the flight schedule’s proceedings, which I’ll gladly take, as it gives me an excuse from doing morning muster. “Looking good, Aukai.” was the common comment of what I heard throughout the squadron while strutting in my greens. Lots of smiles and eye contact. But being accepted again—feels like I’m being set up for another fall, but my question is from how high? I’ll tend to stay low where I’m expected to be and that’ll keep me safe. It’s great to have made it back to possibly flying and all, but I can feel the amount of tediousness and drudgery of the work coming our way as we get ready for deployment. Guess I’ll just enjoy my time partying with Tracie while it lasts, because my beloved Dog House is coming to an end. I hang back at my desk after a few hours of meandering and listening to the gossip of the other shops. The good times didn’t change as drastically as I thought, no one bothering me and asking what I’m doing like all the days when I was training to be a senior crewman, but now since that is shot, I don’t feel anyone breathing down my neck. I’m now in my flight suit, reading whatever I want in my little nook in ops, content with the slow pace of my change in duties. I hear my vibrating phone in my flight bag, my long-lost companion, with its own weathered patch from my first detachment.
    

    
      It’s Tracie telling me someone puked on her water hose out front attached with a photo. I giggle, and become reminded of a cheesy photo I took this morning near the water hose at my place. I couldn’t help myself: my sportster, a fresh and ironed flight suit without tattering or oil stains. I took pride in how the photo came out; the aviators on my face and the perfect morning sunrise behind me hid most of my scar, dog tags out, a grin that wins. And now that I’ve bulked up, I can’t believe I am that guy in this rare selfie I snapped. 
    

    
      I decided to send the picture to Tracie and now someone else is privy to the greatest photo of me ever taken. I have to send one to Jessica as well, the only other person I kinda know, and do so without a second thought.
    

    
      A few minutes later, a text from Tracie arrived: 
      Aight. You look fly, you go be a working man again!
       Her text, echoing my recent boasts about a cushy desk job instead of now being asked to deploy again. Still, I offered her no more details than that—just that my reassignment was standard and there was no need to bring up the drama of my past. Tracie, being herself, thrives on a life of rockstar leisure and parties, often playing video games, which seems to be the norm these days; it used to be just for nerds, but now everyone does it. I’d already started to spend time at her place, just hanging out, talking about life, and meeting her college friends as they passed through. She’d even offered for me to stay over anytime, repeatedly. It’s crazy how, in the course of not even a week since we met, I’m now invited to all of Tracie’s gatherings. It’s almost a requirement.
    

    
      I arrived to the PR shop at noon to meet Pewter, curious if he had any needs of me before lunch or new information about our incoming AW3 this Sunday morning. As we exchange our late morning progress briefs, Pewter explains he doesn't need me for anything right now, then asks, “Did you hear about what happened with Dixon?” Pewter spoke, only half-silent, with PR1 easily able to hear us at this range and volume.
    

    
      “Nah.”
    

    
      “Dude, Dixon got caught watching porn online at work. Bro got busted by the IT2 (Information Systems Technician).”
    

    
      “Whoa. So who told you this?”
    

    
      “He did!” he exclaims, showing that Dixon was losing his mind. “He’s telling everyone.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I don’t know but he finds it fucking funny. He literally thinks it’s no biggie, but he’s been told he has to go to the Chief’s board.”
    

    
      “Eek,” I emphasize.
    

    
      “Yeah, what is he thinking,” Pewter states, bewildered like anyone would be, but buries his head back into the green numbers of ’80s software on a decade-old brick 
      of
       a computer. 
    

    
      Now, only the most recent squadron gossip floods my mind. How did our squadron’s Junior Sailor of the year get busted for watching porn, and why is he even bragging about it? I’ve never known Dixon well, but he’s the intense guy, the beast of the shop—a stout 5’5” man of pure muscle. Everyone admits they’ve never seen a dude as ripped as Dixon. This sounds almost implausible; I feel like I’ll investigate more into it soon.
    

    
      Pewter asked me only a couple of questions he already knew the answer to, and I chilled nearby as his extra pair of eyes, hands and feet. A text comes back with an image: Tracie and her neighbor, Macy, both in their bikinis sun tanning in her backyard, a disgusting cigarette in her mouth with a likely margarita with ice on both of their hands as they cheer the camera.
    

    
      As I start to text her back, Pewter chimes in, having clearly peeked at the photo on my phone. “Damn,” he says. "You, uh... you hitting that?,” he asks, in a cheeky way, knowing little about my relationship with Tracie, let alone any of the girls.
    

    
      “Ha, they wish!” I remark, enjoying the performance. “They are cute college chicks, young usually, but these two are married and neighbors. I hang at their house from time to time. It's essentially an all-chick party house, and they want me to be the bouncer, the main dude of their home. They won’t allow guys over unless I’m there usually. The lady of the house makes the rules, I enforce them. But honestly, I’m still just getting to know them all this summer.”
    

    
      Pewter grins, a huge, knowing smile. “Yeah, I bet you’re getting to know them – getting to know them real, real good.” He’s inferring as I’m playing it coy, and I just offer a smirk and silence.
    

    
      Just then, Collins walks in, oblivious to our conversation. He immediately starts talking about soccer, confirming the time and that he’ll see me there. His words spark a strange realization: Jessica must have told Marshall about me, likely a weird conversation. I simply nodded, cool to his acknowledgement. Pewter, oblivious to the deeper context, spills the beans about the college girls I’ve been partying with, glancing at my phone, which still shows Tracie’s photo as I haven’t fully texted back.
    

    
      “College chicks, cool.” Collins asks, eyes widening.
    

    
      “Yeah, they're fun and high energy.” I state simply enough, coyly deflecting their clear intrigue as I tell Pewter I’ll be upstairs since he doesn’t need me.
    

    
      Collins falls silent, taken aback. “Well dude,” he says, “I’ll see you on the field later. Good luck with Jessica’s girlfriend. She’s hot.” He then turns and starts chatting with PR1. Who’s Jessica’s girlfriend? I recall something from Jessica’s texts, but decided to find out more directly from Jessica later, not wanting to reveal my limited knowledge to them now.
    

    
      Just as I exit the PR shop's doors, a text from Jessica, and I hid it from view: 
      Hey, I never seen you in a flight suit. Hunk alert!
       My chest swells with a feeling I can’t quite place, a mix of pride and something akin to a growing ego.
    

    
      I can’t have them seeing me text her, even though they know we are chatting, but to what extent is still unknown. I head to my favorite spot to get privacy for these texts. I stay on the first floor and go into the locker room portion of the 
      hangar’s
       bathroom area that is
       
      utilized only when we do SAR training. I get there and 
      sit
       on the faded wooden support table in the furthest shower. I message her back: 
      Looks like you told Chad about soccer. Collins is confirmed as coming too :/
    

    
      Footsteps approach, and I hear Marshall and Collins’ voices as they walk in.
    

    
      “Naw man. She’s crazy,” I hear Marshall.
    

    
      “It’s possible. He’s got a bunch of girls.”
    

    
      “Mm-hmm,” Chad mumbles sarcastically. “Can’t believe she still wants to meet Aukai after he didn’t even show up for her this past weekend.” The last words hang in the air, a direct challenge to me.
    

    
      Stunned, I round the corner, stepping directly into their view. “Looking for me?” I ask, my voice cool.
    

    
      “Yeah—uh, Aukai, you’re here. We were just talking about—” They look like they are confessing, caught red-handed. “We were just wondering, do you know Tori?” Marshall asks.
    

    
      “Tori?” I ask, feigning half ignorance to their question, watching their faces for a reaction.
    

    
      They both look shocked. “Tori? My wife’s good friend. Tori was meaning to meet you at the beach this past Saturday?” Marshall asks.
    

    
      Collins jumps in before I answer. “Yeah, why weren’t you there?” Collins asks, both looking for my answer.
    

    
      “What, your beach thing? Yeah, I got sucked up into a Pearl Harbor house party with my girl friends and guys from the ships. They need a sober guy there,” I brag, letting it sound like this has been a consistent thing instead of recent and that I’m doing it all while being a square.
    

    
      “Oh, so you bailed on Tori?” Chad says, a hint of disapproval in his voice.
    

    
      I feel like I might have to cover for Jessica here, as I don’t know who Tori is. “Yeah, I mean, there’s always another time for Tori, right? M
      y harem, they really do demand my presence, especially on weekends
      .” I watch them both fidget and look to find out more about who I am outside of work.
    

    
      “So you party at, like where, the barracks in Pearl Harbor?” Collins asks, fishing for more details.
    

    
      “Where the navajos roam? Nah,” I reply, sad memories of those lost souls that get drunkenly passed around. “It’s the base housing outside of the gates, and we run a party block like a few others, but ours has the college girls.”
    

    
      Collins’ eyebrows shot up, a knowing smirk on his face, and he taps Marshall on the elbow. Marshall grimaces in his direction and says to me, “I didn’t know you were a ladies’ man, Aukai.”
    

    
      “I’m not. I’m a man’s man.” I turn away, my heart knowing I belted out a smooth reply and have the growing reputation to back it up.
    

    
      “Alright, we will be seeing you at soccer. We’re coming through today and will bring the heat.” Marshall states, as a matter of factly.
    

    
      “See ya,” I try not to freeze at the cringe, and I see that they thankfully bought my ruse by their response. Our communication felt like a spy versus spy game, each of us choosing our words with calculated care. A new game has started: Marshall knows I know his wife. Now, I heard them talking about me and I need to piece together all of what I’ve seen and heard, and to make sure Jessica and my stories line up and agree upon how much she and I know each other. I’ll text her this later though.
    

    
      I find myself back in my old feelings: no one wants to see me succeed. For so long, I assumed they had me pegged as the shop loner with a trashy family, likely bad-mouthed behind my back. Their subtle mannerisms as Marshall and Collins walked through the door confirmed it again. Their visible shocks with looks of intrigue and confusion were interesting to see, and gaining a label like ‘ladies man,’ even in jest; I'm forging a new identity and wearing it outwardly now, and without hesitation now. They can assume all they want about my awesome social life with Tracie’s crew this week. 
    

    
      But now, with my flight suit back on, still chilling at my office desk, and with a social life they envy, and free from workplace gatherings. 
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 12: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      This has already turned into a mess. My hands ache from gripping the steering wheel, my only outlet for the stress. I was already twenty minutes late to meet Tori at the supermarket, right off base, to pick her up, and I’d practically begged her to catch up this Friday since we hadn’t mingled on the beach. But Faye woke from her nap, completely unhappy! 
    

    
      After calming her down just long enough to buckle her into the car, Chad demanded that I pick up beer for the guys. They’d started the game early and couldn’t, he said, and I needed to bring it in a cooler with ice. I obliged, since I was already going to the grocery store, but what should have been a ten-minute trip turned into almost forty. I’d just dealt with a long line at the grocery store, and now there was a long line out the back gate, for no apparent reason—there was never once traffic at this checkpoint entrance.
    

    
      All the while, Tori was telling me depressing stories about Keoni. The drama continued on with her; incoming onslaught of suitors, and how she wouldn’t mind going on a date with a few of them. Her dating life was at a stalemate now that Keoni was stalking her, asking
       every acquaintance each time about her whereabouts or who she’s seeing these days, convinced she has moved on. Keoni now is hanging near her work, going to her apartment to leave letters. She emphasized she doesn’t know what Keoni is capable of doing to himself especially after the tattoo, and the situation seems to continually spiral. Tori wanted all my opinions, but I tactfully avoided giving them, instead asking her what she thought she should do. She’d then answer her own questions. 
    

    
      Faye has been cranky through it all. We crept along at a snail's pace, Faye occasionally calling out her only word to gain our attention: “Dada.” We finally rolled through the checkpoint where our credentials were checked, then moseyed behind a car doing twelve miles per hour on base, when fifteen was the speed limit. Everyone knew it was normally twenty, and I realized my hand hurt from gripping the wheel far too hard still.
    

    
      I parked at the open stadium, forcing a smile to ease my rising anxiety, 
      calmly rushed to grab Faye,
       and filled the cooler with Chad's ice and beer. Faye was passed into Tori’s arms, and we strolled toward the cheering crowd.
    

    
      Lugging the cooler through the gravel as we gained access to the field, I peered out to the soccer game already in progress. I found Chad on the field, running around with that troll, Sean, keeping the ball away from Fenix’s side, where he was playing goalie. I pointed out Fenix to Tori, but she barely heard or cared, lost in the hooting and hollering from the grunts in brown shirts surrounding us, red dirt dust in the air from their stomping.
    

    
      Only Fenix’s team wore blue Navy shirts. Every other person was a Marine in a brown shirt, screaming at their brothers-in-arms to do more from the bleachers and sidelines.
    

    
      Tori asked for my car keys, having forgotten it inside. As I hand her the keys to retrieve it as I stand still and surrounded by the crowd’s fluctuating disappointment and roars with an overstimulated Faye, wide-eyed at the group of men always hollering around her. Then, everyone erupted as the ref called time with a final disappointed moans. Apparently, Fenix’s team won, 3-2, disappointing everyone around us.
    

    
      Chad walked back, flexing hard and high-fiving Sean, radiating a brand of hype that dared anyone to approach. It’s as if he truly wants to win a chauvinist award. His pleased face stays, until he sees me and his expression goes numb. He offered a mere thanks for picking up the beer, didn't acknowledge Faye, then opened the cooler. Then, like clockwork, Chad started handing out drinks to his teammates. He was met with glee, thanks, and praise—all directed at the man who did nothing.
    

    
      “Dada!” Faye exclaimed. “Dada Dada!” She demanded her own father, and I brought her to him. He simply grabbed her, held her coldly in front of his people. He is now explaining tactics of who on the field is weakest or strongest and their placements—all while I rolled my eyes. Fuck him.
    

    
      I looked for Fenix. He was curiously still at the goalpost. All alone, smiling off to nowhere, down the field. Huh? 
      I waltz toward Fenix—He sees me, smiles wider, 
      and trots toward me with a vibe of fun. “Aloha you,” he starts.
    

    
      “Aloha you,” I reply, instantly relieved to hear his welcoming tone. As we approach each other with our last step, my eyes are blinded by the setting sun. Fenix takes the initiative to jump in the sun’s way, shading my eyes. “Thanks,” I say, touched. He is different somehow, almost beaming, and as warm as the sunset’s light, which now halos around his silhouette. “So, what’s happening now?”
    

    
      Fenix explains how they’d won, putting them in the finals and their opponents are not that skilled, but no one had skills. It was just good fun for him, and winning is random with their novice skillset. Unlike Chad, Fenix already shows his point of view is far beyond just this soccer game, but with love for all those playing. He believed his team had a chance to be kings for the week of soccer, and he was glad he showed up. Just as I was involved in his updates, he glanced at the crowd, and I turn to see his focus was Tori, now approaching us. This is my chance!
    

    
      “Tori! Come here. This is Fenix, my friend who happens to work with Chad.”
    

    
      “Aloha,” Tori extends her hand for a formal 
      shake
      .
    

    
      Fenix takes her hand, stating loudly, “Dayum! You really are hot.”
    

    
      An immediate flash of heat flares through me, my jaw clenched as I stare directly at Fenix’s face while Tori retreats her hand. 
      What kind of joke is this?
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “Umm, you’re Tori, right? You wanted to meet me—to ask me out on a date, right? I heard you were hot. I like what I see.”  If this is a joke, we’re waiting for the punchline. Is he— “Look! Sweetie, I’m an all-you-can-eat sushi kinda guy, so when can you make that happen?” he looks at Tori who wants to avoid him at all costs. “I’m not free tonight, but I’ll be available Tuesday night—maybe.”
    

    
      “Fenix, I am not sure what you’re doing here, but it ain’t landing.” I tell him bluntly as we both need an explanation, but he looks at both of us like we’re the idiots here.
    

    
      “Look, I’m just setting some healthy boundaries. If she’s going to expect a piece of this,” he gestures to his own body, shocking us, “then I gotta let all the ladies know. Gots to have standards.” He adds flair, like a drag queen might.
    

    
      “You think I—” Tori erupts in laughter and saunters back, in disbelief and resounding disgust with Fenix.
    

    
      “Wait. Oh no. Come back, this is not how it was supposed to go. Come backkk,” he says, then softens his tone into silence.
    

    
      “What the hell was that?”
    

    
      “Oh, come on. That was funny.” He breaks his character with me, a cheeky smile plastered on his entire face.
    

    
      “That was not funny.” I confess. “That was—”
    

    
      “Look Jess, I appreciate what you’re doing here. I do. But I’ve put two and two together. You want her and I to get to know each other—in that way. So I figured I’d have fun and get the only outcome outta the way quickly. I’m not interested in dating someone you know just because we are both single and cool. And besides, she’s not even cool.”
    

    
      “What? Tori is so cool!” I defend.
    

    
      He smirks, tilts his head as he watches her stomp off the field in her high heels. “Sure dude, sure.” He lays on the sarcasm thick, all smiles, clearly thinking he’s on top of the world with his little dancing feet. I haven’t seen this kind of Fenix since the first time we met, and he’s got my full attention. “Hey, they’re all gathering on the field to play. It’s only two 5-minute rounds, with a 3-minute halftime. I’ll see you then.” 
      he
       instructs me, and I trot off, feeling compelled to keep glancing back at him as he immediately focuses his attention on what was happening on the field, as if he hadn’t just caused a scene and I have to explain Fenix to Tori.
    

    
      As Tori holds Faye, I get a simple eye roll that conveys all I needed to know. She wasn’t happy with the antics or situation. I don’t blame her, but there’s something at play here, I’ve finally caught a thrilling vibe from Fenix. 
      Oh yeah, the camera!
    

    
      I fish our family camera out of my purse, and start taking photos of Tori and Faye. I then turn the camera to the field, waiting for the moment to capture golden moments as the setting sun paints them all in hues of red and orange. 
      I take a few pictures of Chad, and am not surprised I catch him showing exactly who he is – unneeded intensity, acting like a brute in a pick up game
       with strangers. All rush, no coordination. Wild shots. Yet, Fenix is playing cheerleader for his team, every time they have the ball on the other side, having genuine fun encouraging the team while Chad is demanding and scolding. It’s like no one else is watching this dynamic but me; from my perspective, I see a bigger view than I have in some time. We all merely accept that there are savages rushing around, demanding obedience, and that scoldings are normal in a fun match. This is what Faye will see as a father. This is what I have to escape. Meanwhile, the cheerleaders in the back, blocking all the shots and taking all the risk, are ripped apart for being bested by their opponents.
    

    
       As I am pondering this dynamic, one of the Marines scores a point on Fenix, and laughs in congratulations toward his opponent who doesn’t seem to care, and Chad audibly curses Fenix for allowing  the adversary to  score. Fenix just smirks and shrugs his shoulders, brushing off the rage on the field.  
    

    
      I begin taking pictures of Fenix primarily now, walking around the hooting and hollering, finding the best angles to catch his light and glee. I get a couple of action shots and stills, all of which make me smile, seeing him so in his element, unaware he's being watched. The ref blows the whistle. I walk back to Tori as she passes Faye off to me and is on the phone with someone, and I trot over to Fenix to give him some water, if he’ll take some.
    

    
      “Hey, the score is 1-1. Anyone’s game at this point. Your husband’s really into it,” he observes correctly.
    

    
      “Yeah, he’s into a lot of things,” I say, changing the subject. “I took pictures of you. Wanna see?”
    

    
      “Not really.”
    

    
      “Oh, come on.” I awkwardly fumble with the camera, Faye on my hip, and show Fenix a few. “See?” I say as I slowly scroll through them.
    

    
      “Jessica. Thank you,” I hear him say sincerely, the emotion clear on his face as I look at him. “No one has ever taken such wonderful pictures of me like that. You really captured who I want to always be. Thank you.”
    

    
      “Oh, it’s nothing. Just—you’re welcome,” I reply, enthused. “Did you want water?”
    

    
      “Certainly. Thank you. You are such a solid person. Thanks for caring about me enough to, ya know—break down some walls.” I’m thinking there might be some funny approach, but he is so graceful and grateful in his demeanor for my presence and feeble gifts of hydration. He raises my metal jug of water above his mouth and pours it as best he can from a distance down into his throat, “You’re too kind, thank you again,” then looks at Faye. “Did you know that? Your mom is too kind?” he says in baby talk, and she is not having it, only wanting to get down to wallow in the grass like a little dog would.
    

    
      “So what are you doing after this?” I ask and the guys start running back on the field, getting ready for the whistle to blow.
    

    
      “We will talk later.” he replies plainly.
    

    
      Making my way back with a fussy Faye, I watch the young men be boys again. All fast forwarded and slowed down at once. Tori’s disdain for being here is palpable, Chad’s frustration and presence on the field foreboding, Fenix’s charm and invitation to laughter are ignored by all. What a funny and flipped world we live in; a sobering moment of watching Fenix stand unaffected by the taunts and wave of aggression kicked his way.
    

    
      The referee’s whistle sounds off, and they all speak of overtime.
    

    
      Chad and others from the team line up at the designated spot, each with a chance with one soccer ball kick. Chad plants his ball down first and wails it. Goal. Our team roars while the brown shirts boo, and we all can hear Fenix rooting Chad on with no irony, just plain joy. 
    

    
      Our team scores another two points after their five shots. Now it’s the brown shirt’s turn to kick past Fenix. The first brown shirt comes up to kick. Wham! We all watch it cut into the top-left corner, past Fenix. Everyone was surprised, including our team. “Just two more points for the tie, but we got four more shots. Take your time!,” A grunt nearby hollers. The pressure was on, but Fenix didn’t look fazed. 
    

    
      Staring down the second guy attempting to score. The guy lines up his kick, and the thud of the ball is intense, and yet it goes flying way off course. Everyone is laughing and so is the kicker, embarrassed. 
    

    
      The third takes his shot, heads directly to Fenix, who then punches it back screaming, “Wataaaa” like a kung fu action hero, and me and one brown shirt giggle.
    

    
      The fourth comes up, everyone on the edge. This could be the last shot if he misses, they all murmur around us. The fourth guy kicks, trailing a grounded shot and rolling near Fenix as he outstretches his foot and screams “Not in my house!”, blocking the ball and winning the game before the opposing team could even use their last shot. 
    

    
      An eruption of 'fucks' and 'awws' poured from everyone around me, and I was jittery with excitement. Chad and the team congratulate each other, throwing hand signs to Fenix like ‘good job bro,’ showing little acknowledgement that he had stood the line, the most pressure on him to win their game crowning them kings of the day. Fenix doesn’t budge and is instead talking to the fifth Marine who never got the chance to kick, and Fenix encourages him to take the ‘what if’ shot. The fifth guy obliges Fenix’s request to try, and the Marine wails it, slotting a score into the right of the net, past Fenix, making him smile, and Fenix gives a fist bump to the man. I am magnetically drawn to Fenix. While the others gather at the bleachers, caught up in the nonsense of the game, I walk toward him. It's clear his mind is already somewhere else.
    

    
      He starts to leave the field and I call out to him to stop, but realize he’s just grabbing his water bottle. I find myself moving to him, each step a release from all of what’s behind me. “Good job.”
    

    
      “Thanks. But, it’s a requirement to do good. It sucks how angry they get when the opponents score,” he starts laughing.
    

    
      “Wait. Why are you laughing at that?” as I didn’t expect him to have seen what I was seeing.
    

    
      “I mean, it’s pure comedy. I like being goalie in soccer because it grounds me. Everyone on the team is forgiven except the goalie. No one wants to play goalie; it’s too much pressure. But they love to blame the goalie, like I am the bigger failure if they score. It’s a great dynamic that I not only thrive in being seen as the ally to the enemy, but these sports have given me more insight about how people, at their core, behave. It’s not different from what I already know though, just a different way to see my movie play.”
    

    
      “Oh. So you are saying you thrive in this kind of pressure?”
    

    
      “Oh, umm. Hmmm. They just—can’t get to me. I know how strong I am, and any of their anger and dissatisfaction shows me how weak they are. I don’t blame them; the weak ones can’t handle true strength. To be alone and resilient is a terrifying situation to be in for others—but it’s cool. I re-realized that today, and I know how to solo—and what’s great is I don’t have to anymore. I have a cool crew now,” he says about his new friends that I find myself envying.
    

    
      “Well, okay,” I soak in our same-page philosophy. “It looks like everyone is just getting packed up and leaving now,” I observe. “Did you wanna say goodbye to—” His head shake already stops me.
    

    
      “Nah,” he replies. “I only will say goodbye to you. You’re the only one that matters to me here. And Jessica, I wish 
      you could see how you look at me
      , and how much I appreciate you.”
    

    
      My breath catches a flutter. I stare him down, trying to see if he’s messing around like he did with Tori, but his gaze is unwavering. “You know,” I finally manage, my voice thin, “that introduction to Tori might fly, but don’t you try to throw any fake charm my way.”
    

    
      “Tori, your friend, she only sees herself. I can tell by the way she looked at me. She does not want to meet me and I gave her the perfect excuse never to see me again. I’m on a winning streak today.”
    

    
      “You just met her? How did you expect her to look at you?”
    

    
      “I don’t expect anything from her, but if she looked at me the way you do, I would have gone to the end of the world for her. That man is blessed to have someone he doesn’t want. How truly lucky he is to have you when he is blind.” 
      Am I hallucinating?
       I stay quiet, blushing and unsure of what the mood should be, as he looks at me in a truly grateful and forward way. “Anywayyys,” his tone changes, “I’m off to that bar to check it out, never been to the
       base bar
      .” He points and I watch a small trail of those who were attending the soccer game are moseying towards the underwhelming building nearby. “I heard they have darts and pool tables, so I figured, why not? Perhaps I’ll like it. What about you?”
    

    
      “Oh, me? I uh, gotta take Tori back to her car first off, and find out what Chad’s doing. Hopefully hanging out with Sean the rest of the night,” I complain, and Fenix tilts his head, a smiling, disappointed look.
    

    
      “Oh Jessica, I wish I could make you happy and not look so disappointed at life. Because of you, I believe I found a path to happiness somehow, so smile for me. No frowns, okay,” he plays with my mood, his voice a tune that melts my resistance and brings a genuine smile to my face. “Wow, I feel alive when I see you smile. There’s just something special, looking at you just being so –” he stops and has a face of restraint, as if continuing would lead to him regretting saying more.
    

    
      “Stop,” I blush, overwhelmed.
    

    
      “You’re right, I shouldn’t.” His tone is eagerly awaiting what the next minute of his life brings. “Bye Faye.” He waves and adds, “Dude, she totally looks like Marshall’s baby.” I glare at him, him knowingly playing around too much and I want to kick dirt at him. Fenix walks the thin line and prods me with these range of compliments and unwanted opinions. “And thanks for being my cheerleader, and putting your foot forward to speak your opinion about me. I understand it must be hard to be associated with me. To say to other girls you know that I’m worth meeting. Taking those photos. It feels weird having a cheerleader. It’s not a normal experience. Just yeah, thank you. Truly.” And he trots off toward the dilapidated building before I can say goodbye, and I can only scream it internally.
    

    
      And now, I feel vulnerable, just watching him the entire time jogging off, not looking back, believing I must be walking off instead of watching him. Once he is no longer in view, I start to approach Tori. Just as I thought, Chad told me his plans in town with Masters and will spend the night at his place, and I simply nod. Chad lugs the cooler to Sean’s vehicle, lifts it in, says goodbye to Tori and heads off with his buddy to my delight. No goodbye to me, nor one to Faye.
    

    
      Daily, his sense of resentment has gotten stronger since yesterday when his hands found my waist in front of my parents, playing the ruse like we were in some fashion intimate still. He felt my cold stance and kept his distance, and knows he is a creep for even trying. It all seems so fake that I want to scream, laugh and curse at the same time. 
    

    
      As Tori and I climbed in the car, I started to drive off. I began to tell her I knew we didn’t get to hang out like I planned, and that Fenix wasn’t what he seemed, when she stopped me, stating plainly, “Jessica, look. I don’t care about him, okay?”
    

    
      I began to defend him, insisting she didn’t know him, but she aggressively stated, “Jessica, I can feel you wanting me to date this guy. And he’s not my type at all.”
    

    
      “Well, you don’t know him—”
    

    
      “Jessica!” Tori screeches, pulling my eyes from the road as she pretended to mangle her face, as if to signal ‘mutilated.’ It hit me— Fenix’s scar. “You understand. I don’t want to know him.”
    

    
      Something cold came into my heart, placed there by her look of finality and disgust. It was corrupting my inner warmth and somehow Fenix saw exactly who I just saw. I stared straight ahead, telling Tori I was sorry, repeatedly apologizing for suggesting such a silly thing, but I couldn’t smile. Tori knew she’d soured the mood, but in doing so, she had soured her own image, revealing it in full to me. 
    

    
      Tori doesn’t realize she was one bad car accident away from having an even worse fate than Fenix’s one blemish; chucked in the box of untouchables in her mind. I placed my sunglasses on, though the sun had already set. I was on the verge of tears, thinking about Fenix’s heart and what it had already endured, how cold and dire his life had been, and still continues to be. Rejected because they saw him as a reject, forever. Fenix was beneath them automatically because of a face he would suffer with for the rest of his life.
    

    
      I dropped her off, feeling emotionally exhausted all at once. She said her goodbyes with big hugs and snuggles for both of us, promising we’d hang out, just the two of us out on the town. I told her I was looking forward to it, but what I was really looking forward to was never seeing Tori again. Ever.
    

  
    
      Chapter 13: His Side
    

    
      “See you in 5 mins," I hum Jessica’s text audibly.
    

    
      I know I went overboard. I felt myself flirting with her yesterday on the soccer field, and while I thought it was fun at the time, it now feels like Jessica is more into me. The few vodka shots I took before the soccer games had me feeling tipsy, and I definitely dug myself into a hole. I was too confident; liquid courage was the wrong tool for navigating such a minefield of a public meeting. Seeing her look perfect with her little daughter, it looked like magic to have someone like her. Something I would want in the future—a child on her hip, looking wholesome and put-upon but still smiling despite the stress. But mostly, Jessica is someone who wouldn’t think twice about leaving her daughter, or even thinking of such a thing as abortion, even when she was unsure of Marshall’s stance. Her partner, she says, is the only thing holding her back, but never made her struggle about her child, as I’ve heard all too often from too many women. I felt sorry for her, and in my drunken haze, I complimented her way too much just for being nice to me, and thinking about me possibly finding a girl.
    

    
      And now, Jessica says she needs me free today to hang out—just the two of us, to get to know each other, to be real friends. Her tone in the texts has shifted, becoming playful and sweeter-toned. She's been buttering me up since last night, and I know it. Does she want us to be partners in crime on something? Why does she want to know me?
    

    
      And yet, I listened; she’s got me over here, just a block away from her place, to treat me to dinner at Kailua town center, and I am so 
      uncomfortable 
      meeting her. I think this time, I’ll commit after she buys my dinner with Marshall’s money, that it is too weird, and this must end, truly this time. 
      Once
       they are divorced and some 
      time
       has passed, we should contact each other. I really wish her the best, and owe her so much gratitude for unknowingly keeping me hopeful when there was no such thing.
    

    
      This’ll likely be a somber moment, but that’s okay because 
      afterwards 
      I’ll be 
      returning to continue last night’
      s banger at Tracie’s,
       attempting to be undefeated two nights in a row. Forty people turn out 
      usually on 
      Fridays and Saturdays, half of them seemingly new. Younger Navy couples all around, playing like they do in the barracks but with their own garages. Strange how knowing and hanging with Tracie feels like civilian life, but is familiar in the military presence. Just last night, a fellow sailor asked my rank. I told him I was an AW2. ‘But now I’m AW3,’ I added, ‘—because I’m cool.’ It sounded so good that it established a crazy party vibe. I felt so stupid with them and loved it all. Thankfully these spare pain relievers I gobbled are subduing my light hangover, and I’m ready to get this meal over with so Tracie and I can get our domination on!
    

    
      Under the establishment’s outdoor seating, enjoying the restaurant’s umbrella shading me as I smile at my ambitions for the night, a short, dark-haired lady walked by with a brilliant ruby-esque pendant on silver, and it reminds me of her, the only other woman I’ve had sex with. I hadn’t thought about her in ages. Her stage name was Caroline, but that was not her real name.
    

    
      I met her at a strip club and I was pissed. A few people from the squadron on my first deployment egged me on to go out on the town. They’d known that Diana and I didn’t work out, so they were well meaning, but going out to get some poon was never me. That night didn’t turn into going out for girls. It was essentially the same thing these sailors usually do. I was hustled into paying $70 cash at the front door for two hours worth of free drinking privileges. I watched the girls on stage and ignored the pitiful creeps who came and left within minutes because they spent all their money.
    

    
      As the dopes went to their own tables and got milked for more money from the girls who weren’t on the pole, I went to the front, center stage, staring down those working girls, each having a two song routine to make their cash. Mama-san served me my first drink, and I tipped her $20 in front of this Asian girl on stage—witnessing her pissy reaction only beckoned a cycle of me tipping only Mama-san in front of the low-class strippers while the old lady walked away with $10-$20 at a time. And an interesting thing happened.
    

    
      I started looking at them, getting to know them over the hours, as I stared at each nude lady spreading, licking, climbing, and rubbing to turn on paying men nearby, making them all quite uncomfortable on their first sets. I looked into their eyes, wondering what their fathers would think, or if their dreams had been so thoroughly ruined that they'd ended up here. I judged them with my gaze, saw all their goods, and paid them nothing. By the second hour, they started playing with me, flirting, trying to find out my name. I always leaned in and replied with, "just do your damn job" and leaned back. Enjoying them in my mind, but not in the way they thought. 
    

    
      I remember thinking so little of them all, except for one. Caroline. She had a black wig on, a bowl cut of sorts, a long European body with blue eyes, and showed no emotion on stage and was the only one to automatically avoid me. I looked at her from afar because that’s where she stayed and paid her no mind as she simply moved slow, methodical, and seductive and unlike the young ones doing tricks and overtly sexual movements.
    

    
      The squadron fellas had left by this time, though I barely noticed. They'd likely gone to find hookers and slink away. They already know I didn’t care for any of that nonsense, and I was finding pleasure in the vibe shift from the ladies. By the end of that night, they were tossing their disgusting panties on me, and dancing for me more than anyone that night, entire songs dedicated to my viewing displeasure while ignoring paying customers. After 5 hours, sipping my expensive free drinks, staring and judging each of them—a local Asian girl came up to me and said she wanted to see me after her shift. Then 2 minutes later, the skinny black girl came up to me and said she wanted me, and I just looked at them blankly, 
      but 
      they still insisted, like they were going to break me. I could see I created some type of game with them. It was time to go, as I was just getting to find my footing to leave and hail a taxi, I heard a fight break out in the girls’ changing area. The skinny black girl was fighting the local Asian; they were grabbing and swinging on each other, bringing it out to the bar area. As I was finding a smile watching the cat fight and screaming, Caroline grabs my hand and leads me straight out the door, hails a taxi, and instructs me I am coming with her. So I did.
    

    
      She took me straight to her cement apartment room a mile away in Chinatown. It was a one room shithole, but she decorated it nicely. I could see her 
      style
      ; dark and rich tones with silver, and velvet cloth was the theme with light colored drapes and dimmed Christmas lights behind them. Her ambiance was intense and quiet as she turned to me, undressed herself, undressed me as I stood there, and she slowly brought me into her, lying on her bed and right as we started, she told me to listen to her. I followed her every instruction and let her guide my inexperienced body when it comes to pleasing a woman.
    

    
      Caroline was likely mid-thirties and taught me a lot. When we were done that first night, before I even could think about what to say, she said "Come over any time after 3, that’s when I’m off work," and she was shooing me out the door. I told her I got the hint, and I’m not one of her customers. Caroline laughed, and said come or not. And I did. I showed up most nights for a few weeks, coming at around 4am on the nights I needed her. I’d knock on her door, always expecting her to have some other dude, but never did. 
    

    
      We shared little things together in the silences, as I was only there for sex, and she was doing the same, teaching me. And she did teach me, instructing me in every way. I recall thinking how jealous my ex would be knowing how I understood more about what a girl likes to feel and be handled. She was of the Russian temperament, calm and stoic. And I matched her almost unexcitable persona, as there was nothing to be excited about. Just a carnal need to feel touched I suppose. I’ll never really know.
    

    
      Then, I felt something more for her, an older woman whose real name I didn’t even know, and whose phone number I didn’t even have. I remember thinking of buying her a sweet drink at the gas station on the way to see her and that she might appreciate that. However, I went back to the barracks after getting gas because I couldn’t see her anymore. She was becoming real and that irritated me, I’d become vulnerable again and couldn’t have that.
    

    
      Months later, Asia and Mom came back into the picture. I fell for their need for housing and Kai’s need for stability. I was going to be his supporting anchor, and I was 
      willingly
       fooled into housing them. I felt the same vulnerability come over me.
       The crushing weight of them compiled to the point that I went one last time to Caroline’s apartment. I had the ludicrous idea that we could get hitched, I could take her away from her life, take care of her, and she could take me away from my life with Mom and Asia, so I drove and knocked on her door at 4am. Opening the door was a pissed, older Asian dude who didn’t know Caroline and lived there now. Caroline was gone. I didn’t even go to the strip club to try and find her. The universe spoke to me that day. I told myself I would forget her. Surprisingly, I did, and I hope she is okay at least.
    

    
      My sudden remembrance of Caroline warmed me as our time together was 
      recalled
       in my memory. I just realized I had a boner on my light board shorts and start positioning my hands over my crotch to hold it down. Just as I'm looking around, light fingers crawl up my back. It’s Jessica, smiling like I’ve never seen. She gives me a slight hug and I try my best to hide my boner and give her a hug. “
      Okay, now come with me.” 
      She grabs my top wrist, eager to lead me.
    

    
      My boner!
       “Oh, okay, I thought we were eating there.”
    

    
      “No. Come.” I awkwardly step out of my seating, wide legged and goofy to make my fading hard-on less viewable as she pulls me. “You okay?”
    

    
      “Oh yeah, fine. Just a dead leg.” Jessica is filled with glee, as I hobble forward for five seconds and walk with her. The way she's acting only confirms my worst fears. She is into me because of those compliments, her despair with her parents not seeing Chad for who he is, or her loneliness out here. She’s stuck with her babbling baby that is 
      dependent on her for life itself
      , yet stuck depending on Chad. But whatever we are turning into, stops after we go to the restaurant tonight. I wish I could do more for her, and the best thing I can do is not associate with her anymore and wait until Marshall finally gets his new orders to another duty station, and can’t come soon enough.
    

    
      She lightly jogs ahead in her skimpy summer dress 
      that’s slightly see-through
       and floats in front of me, all while I am reminded of Caroline, guiding me to her apartment like she is to this new restaurant. Even more evidence she wants something; an ulterior motive and I feel dirty for knowing where my mind is going. I stop her, “Do you know where you’re going?”
    

    
      “Yeah, my car. Hop in,” as we get into her large SUV, I realize this must be a surprise. As I watch her climb in, her nipples are ever-present and with her wearing no bra, there’s little left to the imagination. I focus solely on her excited eyes, but I feel my damn boner coming back as we both close our doors. I've just trapped myself into... something.
    

    
      I put my hand in my lap as nonchalantly as I can to hold my sick thoughts, and ask her gorgeous face, “Where to?”
    

    
      “
      It's
       a secret.” Jessica returns, her answer super cheeky.
    

    
      Fuck! I’m getting harder. 
      “Well, I don’t know what to say, because all I will have is 
      questions
       about where we are going to dinner.” I half play cheekily back.
    

    
      “Well, just buckle up and be quiet then.” More playfulness. What have I gotten myself into? And now that I’m here, there’s no escape route to even avoid what is coming my way.
    

    
      “I’ll do just that then.” The smile on her is intoxicating and wanting me to smile with her, wanting me to experience her energy, and now close, I can smell her light, floral lotion from her. As she drives, I keep my mouth silent, and over the glances, I see her body and everything looks completely feminine. Her lotioned skin, her styled hair, her small and slim stature; Jessica 
      was 
      completely fidgety with anticipation. She's going to say something… She's going to ask for something I can't give her. Marshall is going to kill me. And worst yet, my boner will not stop!
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 14: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      BUGS... BUGS AND MORE FUCKING BUGS! There’s another four miles of pothole-ridden road until the beach entrance, so I’m hoping this is just a small swarm, but a never-ending swarm of large termites has pelted my car for minutes, and my hope is dissolving with each splat. These winged, disgusting insects hit the windshield like horizontal rain, clinging to any crevasse they can. I’d already made this situation awkward with Fenix by saying, "Don't ask where we're going, as it’s my surprise, I have a spot." He even said he’d be quiet the entire time I drove him to my secret location, and the tension building within me was driving me crazy with excitement—the anticipation of our emancipation! But with these bugs, my entire mission for the night could be ruined.
    

    
      Faye is with her ever-adoring grandparents tonight at their rental, who’ve wished me a good girl’s night out with Tori, who has become my convenient excuse to finally go out looking like a decent gal rather than a dressed down mom, after a full year of not enjoying nightlife. But an amazing friend who is a guy? The world isn't ready for that truth. So I have to lie.
    

    
      Thankfully, Chad has another mandatory weekend gathering that requires his attendance. After coming back to freshen up at our place before leaving to grab Fenix, and as I was walking upstairs, he stopped me, somberly. “We need to talk,” he said, plain as day, looking at me.
    

    
      At his tempo, I said, “Fuck you.” And it felt good.
    

    
      Neither he nor I was expecting those words, and he asked, “What?”
    

    
      Then I screamed with such a furious release, “FUCK YOU!!” and made my way upstairs. I heard him leave soon after. It was obvious his 'talk' was just an attempt to control me. His good times with the guys were clearly more important. All the things I wanted to tell him for nearly a year came out in those two words. I should have been using this simple statement with Chad all along!
    

    
      After freshening up, I headed out, buying a bottle of pink moscato and some fine crackers, a variety pack of different cheeses, European black beauty grapes, and my rarely used big, beach blanket along with the large picnic basket. For Fenix and I, this planned little getaway was to shed our titles. I believed we’d soon watch the sunset and the moon rise, the forecast showing perfect conditions; I’d even observed that a new waxing moon is upon us tonight, good for a new beginning. As the sun would set, I preloaded my brain with all the real questions I wanted to ask Fenix on the beach, and hopefully he’d not shy away from the range of them I had: life, wealth, goals, music, games, art, children, books—all to figure out Fenix. And no matter how depressing his answers or thoughts were, as he had warned me of, I’d still be his cheerleader.
    

    
      He was the closest I’ve ever felt with a person in years the moment we held hands. I even remembered telling him I loved him without reservation on his hill that one night, and then I didn’t. I never showed him love afterwards, and I doubt he expected it ever again as we never talked about that night. We were vulnerable at that time, but we’ve changed so much since those
       few months
       that I want to experience more with Fenix, determined to be good for him when no one else is.
    

    
      But, a fantasy has been forming within me since early this morning, where I’d finally throw in my own Jessica twist, and throw Fenix a curve ball of my own, asking Fenix if he trusted me to stay still. Then I’d approach his face and lightly kiss his lips, divorcing Chad once and for all. I would tell Fenix that his trust in letting me kiss him will forever be a part of my salvation story. I would cherish this memory eternally, then ask Fenix sincerely with all my heart, if he’d keep me as his cheerleading friend forever. Fenix’s daily strength will never go unseen by me, and my kiss was to let us be beautiful and vulnerable. I brought the alcohol to give me the courage to let loose, asking and prying, opening my heart and perhaps even confessing in front of his face that even though I don’t know him, I know that I do love him. Oh, how certain I was just minutes ago. Now, he can’t even look at me.
    

    
      Any fantasy be damned as these disgusting insects are the only things we can focus on, watching a biblical infestation as the road ends and I turn into a wide area of asphalt with faded, spray painted lines for parking with no other cars. Just a visible short stroll away is the picnic area I relied on to surrender my old life as someone’s wife. Fenix is still sitting, a cold detachment and definitely not in the mood for any questions.
    

    
      I turn off the car, and the light reggae music dies with it. The sun’s glorious sunset had already faded to nothing. Fenix looks out at the same crappy image of smeared insect carcasses from my windshield wipers, which had murdered dozens.
    

    
      My emotions begin to take the best of me as I gaze out. The sun’s last light evaporates and darkness creeps in, ready to swallow the deserted, infested beach in minutes. No picnic. No cheers to living life fully and admiring each other's achievements. All of my ambitions of living through a kiss to apologize to Fenix are now swarming my thoughts in the silence. I wanted something and tried so hard to be his friend, but now I fear I'm turning into a sexual deviant, wanting to drag Fenix into something he doesn't want. I can see with his straightforward stare that he wasn’t looking forward to me even using him as my pawn to renounce my vow to Chad. I made this night out to be something it wasn’t meant to be, and all I am is foolish and dirty for having put Fenix in this situation. My hope of using a single kiss to escape was gone.
    

    
      In pure silence, I undergo a disaster, slumping over to avoid the outside view. I give up all hope and abandonment, and I just want to at least hold Fenix’s hand. At the very least.
    

    
      I place my hand beside him, laying it on the center dash as an offer. I cock my head to see what he might do. I see only his main outline, a dark silhouette with no facial gestures to discern. My hand, lying there, waits for about ten seconds. I pray he still grabs it—he doesn’t.
    

    
      His stagnancy hits home. He isn’t really mine in any way and never has been. All the evidence is conclusive. He doesn’t want me. He shouldn’t. He couldn’t. 
      You really messed this up, 
      Jessica.
    

    
      And just before I am about to drag my worthless arm away, he softly scoops my hand and places it in his. He gives me the gentlest squeeze and holds it there, then places his other hand on top of mine, comforting me as he now turns to me. I don’t know how to feel except for better than I was just seconds ago. I embrace his warm palms and feel his long, slightly callused fingers.
    

    
      Fenix just sits quiet, facing my direction. The more the seconds tick on, the more I still feel the urge to move into him, to touch more of him, to be closer to him. I glance around and see nobody. Not a person in sight. Why would someone even be in this horrendous mob with these nasty insects? It’s nearly pitch black, aside from the wooden electric post holding a light with a 
      maize
       glow nearby. Why not kiss him right here and now? Let him know all I want to say?
    

    
      I will. I forget the world outside and seize him because I can.
    

    
      I crawl over the center console and start to climb into his space. Fenix adjusts himself to accommodate my intrusion, and I straddle his lap,  watching him in a state of slight disbelief as I knew he would be, his hands hovering my thighs. I’m facing him, sitting on his pulsing erection, all while still holding his hand. As I feel his need for me, I begin to lean in. Inch by slow inch. Our faces touch by just the tip of our noses and I breathe in his delicious scent. With his free hand, he places it on my upper thigh, lightly tapping my waistline repeatedly; his jittery gesture came from our mutual anticipation of what is next. I use my free hand to reach for the car seat’s upright locking mechanism and pull it. Fenix falls back, with a slight bit of free-fall, and the seat abruptly stops two-thirds of the way down, resting on the cooler in the back seat. Our faces separate as he falls back.
    

    
      I lean in to close the distance between our faces again.
    

    
      My long hair drapes along the side of my face and I’m close enough to him to feel him subtly perspire and inhale steadily, trying to control his breathing. The curtain of my long hair creates a little, quiet cave, covering us from the outside world. I slowly push my lips to his. Delicate kisses. Coaxing him to respond… And he does.
    

    
      Mimicking my soft kisses, he starts to breathe heavier through his nose. I let go of his hand, reaching out to grab the back of his head, steadily gripping his short hair with edging intensity. Fenix’s hands take hold of my waist and then grip my ass, slightly grinding our pelvises in sync. He pushes my head backwards with his face moving into me, lightly sucking my bottom lip. The sensation and relief that he is a great kisser overwhelms my senses. I need to stop this before we lose ourselves.
    

    
      Fenix suddenly falls away. His face, six inches from mine. I fall back into his face and he pushes his into mine, giving a sensual bite and backs away again. He is teasing me and I love it. I lean in and he does the same thing, backing away. I can’t help but smile and want to tease him too.
    

    
      I hunch my body up and grab his penis from the outside of his shorts.
    

    
      Fenix quickly jerks.
    

    
      From there, I lose any control of this situation as both his large hands scoop under my thighs, and he takes me for his own. I feel the tides have drastically changed.
    

    
      Fenix fervently pulls my entire body into his reclined face and shoves his head up my dress as he takes a deep whiff of my panties, then uses his tongue as a tease. He pulls my panties aside, firmly holding my entire body into his eager face. I feel his hot tongue on my cool, wet body, and he lightly licks my clitoris. I shiver just from the ecstasy and excitement at this surprise. And so suddenly.
    

    
      He flicks his tongue, hard and fast, then changes the flow to hard and soft. I squirm, wanting more, and start to moan. He changes his rhythm from fast to soft, barely grazing my clitoris as I try to hover so I don't crush him, but he holds me right where he wants me with ease. I can hear his tongue going wild and my whole body pulses. I try to sit up to watch him and he catches my cue. He frees his left hand from my ass and places it under my upper back, lifting me up as I balance my head on the dashboard with my eyes closed, horizontal as best I can manage, holding my whole body up while he drums his tongue on my clitoris. His entire face hidden under my skimpy sundress still, I lift it and see his face clearly, Fenix suddenly pushes his tongue deep into me. 
      Sensational.
    

    
      I try to hold my composure, balancing on his manly grip and mildly grinding into his freshly shaven face. He keeps licking the right spot and I helplessly spasm from the electric stimulus he keeps sending up my spine, flexing and giggling in surprise. He quickly learns my body’s cues and starts to suck my clitoris in and fondle it in his mouth. I squish his head between my thighs, now staring at his darkened face and try to ease away from the sheer intensity before I have an uncontrolled orgasm on his mouth, but he grabs me and digs in more. I can only stand it for so long as my rapid breathing causes me to become dizzy. Next thing I notice, I am squeezing his head between my thighs and all the sensation comes back to me as I become conscious, unaware I just passed out for a second and returning from pure bliss. My clitoris becomes so sensitive instantaneously that I need to get off his face before I pass out for real if he continues.
    

    
      I wiggle hard off his face and he places me down on top of him. I grab my bearings as fast as I can and am wrecked looking at him as I do believe this all happened within a couple of minutes, watching him look at me, smiling like he knew he pleased me to perfection. I’ve never climaxed with anyone, and it is the most intense one compared to what I’ve brought myself to. As I regain some control of my movement and try not to induce a leg cramp, I feel his pulsing penis on my ass as I relax in his lap, facing him and giving him another kiss as I smell my own juices on his lips and his sweaty face becomes entangled in my hair.
    

    
      I sit up, repositioning myself to straddle him. I grab for his erection and give a faint pout that he isn’t inside me. Fenix takes to my suggestion right away and 
      rips off his board shorts 
      in one swoop as I awkwardly follow his lead, pulling down my panties, 
      bo
      th bottomless with huge grins. I see his stiff penis flung out, sticking straight up. And his penis looks perfectly marvelous like Fenix himself. He proceeds to disrobe himself of his shirt while I immediately feel his chest and grab him, admiring the thickness of him between my legs. He grabs my hips and lifts me to hover over him. I take his wet penis, throbbing out all his juices and slide him into me. We both immediately exhale at the same moment he enters me, knowing we have both made the choice to be intimate together the only way sex can. Fenix sits up slightly, slowly sliding me down, watching my face.
    

    
      I close my eyes and repress my breathing as I take him in, deep and deliberately, taking my time to savor the feel of him inside me. I can feel him pulsing and his brute strength is being restrained; I can feel his yearning for more. I open my eyes and his are already locked on mine. My night vision has started to come around and I can clearly see him and his glinting, brown eyes highlighted by the light post outside. I am hypnotized by our gaze into each other, experiencing the intensity of our actions. Our connection and surreal love for each other.
    

    
      In our linkage, he gives me a smile, then a nod. I know he wants to continue. I nod back, eager.
    

    
      Fenix grabs my hips and grinds me into him. I moan and run my fingers on his brilliant chest. Just as I end my first moan, he grinds me up and down again. I moan a little louder and feel him more profoundly inside me. He rocks me slowly, rhythmically and gains a faster pace. His penis is just hitting the right spot, my swollen clitoris glazing over his soft pubic hair. As the velocity of our horizontal thrusts quickens, I ‘m peaking again. He moves faster and faster until I begin to lose my grip on what’s real. My eyes start to roll and felt the absolute euphoria of an orgasm. I clench onto his chest, most likely scathing off skin from the fierceness of my explosion. Gasping excessively, I can feel the intense shocks within me slightly fading away with my grip on his erection still pulsing inside of me and I issue forth an embarrassed laugh that I came so fast. It’s a rare blessing that I have any release, let alone twice. And never two within five minutes!
    

    
      I find some leftover energy from my fading peak and lift my head to make eye contact. As I regain my meeting with his eyes, we still speak no words. A few seconds later, my eyes correct themselves and my flinching body comes to a halt. I am totally enjoying myself tonight. From funk to fabulous. My inner voice has never been so calm.
    

    
      Fenix wants more and he is not done yet. Fenix gives a nod and I delight in nodding back. I already had my mind blown. I’d love to give him his.
    

    
      Fenix starts up the same tempo, the easy and slow rubbing of our bodies together and him filling me more than I have ever been. I start to take my turn riding him and he slowly frees his hands from my waist and cascades his large hands all over my back, then to my side breast, then around my shoulders. Every supercharged sliding thrust I give him, I feel him tightened his fingers into my flesh. I enjoy erotically riding him, controlling him inside me, vigilant to his body’s telltale signs that he is helpless, not knowing when I am going to grind him hard. I keep to my own gallop, swaying into him and away, the soft friction throwing me closer to another violent 
      throes
       of pleasure looming inside of my gut.
    

    
      I begin to squeeze him, my body preparing for another orgasm. Without hesitation, Fenix takes his hands off me and he lies back, keeping my body at a distance so he can watch. I see a smile that lights up his face as he enjoys my body working his shaft to his liking. As he does, he frees his hands, exploring my belly, works his caress up to my small breasts, then straight along my neck. His hand reaches my mouth, he presses his thumb into my bottom lip, and I start to suck it. He moans in gratitude as I taste the salty oils of his skin. Fenix slowly withdraws his thumb and places it in his mouth, deliberately saturating it in more saliva. He unplugs his thumb from his mouth and goes to place it between us. He rubs his thumb over my clitoris and I almost can’t handle his extra touch. Fenix just knows how I like it.
    

    
      Hold me. Fuck me. You’re Mine! Those are the only thoughts I could remember before I collapsed into him, unable to sustain my body upright for his visual pleasure. He takes his free, left hand and firmly grasps my long hair, tilting my head to expose my ears and neck to his lips. I can hear him breathing in fully, but quietly stalling on his exhales. He chews at the bottom of my right ear. Now, every time I slide on him, I can hear his strained breathing strafing my ear. I outmatch his pace, break free of his solid grip on my hair and start to really rock his penis back and forth.
    

    
      Even through the intense sensitivity, I don’t have the will to stop. He jumpstarts into a seizure of pleasure and immediately takes back control. With his overly capable arms, he thrusts them both under my thighs and lifts me up, hovering above him, his penis’s head barely still inside me. For a few seconds I was just staring at his hard penis while I stayed stationary over it.
    

    
      I come back to his eyes, ready for more. He gives me a slow kiss in the air, and I fall into his face. Once we latch our lips together, Fenix starts to jackhammer me. The sensation of gushing adrenaline is so much, so furious. I feel a resurgence of another orgasm coming and he constantly pummels away like an enraged bull. I try to grab onto anything stable, only resting my right hand on his chest as if I was riding a bronco and the other found the interior clothes handle of the passenger side. I grip as tight as I can, close my eyes and start to scream as I transcend this world again, louder and louder as he rams himself into me over and over. I stop screaming and can’t even inhale.
    

    
      Suddenly, I am no longer in a car with Fenix. I snapped out of this reality, as if realizing I wasn’t ever real and only a thought. My body was never anywhere. I’ve ruptured. My mind. My very soul released from its earthly tether. Time was a false construct and only this realm of true ravishment. In seconds, I begin to remember I have toes and fingers that are flexed beyond their limit, then legs before floating back from their tense state, feeling my body become part of me again and forget any knowledge obtained from the other side of this ecstasy as I become physical again.
    

    
      After feeling my eyes roll back forward from my orgasm, I feel his manic thrusting stop. He pulls himself out of me and experiences his own release. Fenix sprays all over himself, letting me collapse on his thighs and grabs his penis, unwittingly covering himself with his semen across his entire stomach and chest. All his strength left him and he could no longer hold me up, or even look like he knows where he is. Fenix went to the same dimension of rapture I recently descended back from. I collapse on to his entire body and feel his semen creaming between the two of us, still feeling him pump more warm semen out of him and in between us, plastering my body to his. His warm sweat and cum pressed between us and savor the closest connection I’ve ever felt with any man.
    

    
      I hold onto him as he instantly can’t control himself. I have never felt someone flex so hard. He sounds as if he had gotten hit in the gut with an orgasm rather than experiencing one. His entire body won’t stop violently convulsing and I grip him hard. After nearly a minute of having this insane experience with my man’s chaotic contractions, his body seems to start rendering control back to him and I enjoy every second of his long clutch to his release. I peel my body from his, exposing the mess between our bare bodies. I look into his eyes, but Fenix is still not here with me. His eyes train on me a few times, but then roll back. Fenix points his finger up towards me, trying to utter something. All I hear is nonsense. No discernible words. Only gasps for air. I smile at Fenix, witnessing him still go through the throes of his orgasm. Once he gains control slightly, I lean in and stare into his face.
    

    
      I break our silence of words and say with vigor contained in a soft whisper meant for only his ears, “I loved that!”
    

    
      Catching as much breath as he can, he streams out his only audible first words, “I -- love you -- too,” and goes back to his heavy breathing.
    

    
      I look into his wandering gaze that is still looping around and unable to focus. I sense he must have misheard me, but his sincerity in the moment was complete truth. He really loves me. And this whole time, it was me who wished to say I loved him.
    

    
      I give him a light kiss on his open mouth and rest my head on his chest beside his, and I remain on his body, naked and wait for him to regain all of his consciousness while I slowly trace the outline 
      of his left
       shoulder’s muscular contours. At this very point, I feel no longer tied to Chad. My chains were ripped off with ease by Fenix. I sink as deeply as my little body can into his, absorbing the realization that Fenix is going to be the love of my life. I am absolutely certain that I was supposed to be here. Feeling him. Experiencing our passion. This love. My Fenix.
    

  
    
      Chapter 15: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      My eyes open and I'm fully rested, checking my phone for the time. Two minutes before my alarm. Another early morning like no other, but the peace of my body belies the frantic scramble of my mind. The muscles in my groin still ache from her vagina’s grip, and my heart feels on edge, a hummingbird trapped in my chest, ready to skip a beat. I’m unsure if I should be freaking out, but I’m not.
    

    
      A more accurate explanation is a cold dread settling over me, a feeling of being profoundly unclean. My mind grasps for excuses: she’s not divorced yet, but does that matter? She was there. She wanted it. She’s not a slut.
    

    
      I’m not another man’s bed warmer. But I am. It felt like Marshall surrounding me after she climbed off of me, I felt his presence and it made Jessica a very real problem I created. As incredible as it was with her, I couldn't stop thinking that the vehicle we were in was his. She drove his SUV with a full tank, the picnic basket and things we didn’t eat; all brought to me on Marshall’s dime. Haunting me now is the memory of the glint from his ring on her finger in the dim light of the car. Marshall's ring, on her finger, while her body was on mine. I felt a bit like I was no better than Diana, but I’m not the adulterer. Or am I?
    

    
      The word echoes in my head, an accusation I can't shake. Every time I try to think it through, I feel like I'm selling myself a lie, constructing a narrative where I was in the right, and Jessica was, too. Is this what true anxiety feels like when someone is guilty? I am a foreigner in my own thoughts, with no clear path for my next move. I never thought something like this would be a part of my life, and worst of all, feel so exhilarating.
    

    
      I had to cancel my beer pong streak with Tracie after last night's curveball with Jessica. I'm still in shock and calm on the surface, replaying the moments with Jessica like a film in my head. She's... different now. I can still feel the ghost of her purring against me, see the flash of her biting her lip as she drove me back to my car. She reassured me that Chad and her were done as of her coming to see me. That she legit told him to fuck off and it's over, and that she loved me. And I think I said I loved her too. I don't know; it all happened so fast. What’s the procedure for this? We already confirmed we will talk more. Jessica said she has a lot to do on her end, but that I was hers now—all hers. The words felt like both a promise and a cage.
    

    
      My alarm goes off and I shoot up. As I go to the bathroom to relieve myself, my biggest obstacle feels less like a task and more like a physical presence: Marshall. Can I actually keep it together around him? I look at my face in the mirror, searching for any tell, any trace of the betrayal. I don't know why, but I feel like he will sniff me out. I’m not a good liar, but am I at minimum, good enough? I splash cold water on my face to snap out of it and unfortunately have to see when the time comes how I will feel and react.
    

    
      A message comes through my phone from Pewter: 
      C
      hecking to see if your alarm went off. Already at Tim's house. 
    

    
      …
    

    
      I’m unsure of what I walked into, let alone what I created with Pewter running straight into Tim’s house where he’s been all night. Tim apparently hosted a party for Marshall to inform him that he received orders to San Diego, and it’s the shore duty of dreams, the NETC (Naval Education and Training Command). He's being sent back to the command where he was trained—the NETC—but this time as an instructor. He'll be teaching Rescue Swimmers to become their own squadron's SARPO, and I just screwed his wife, or soon to be ex-wife. Thankfully, he didn’t crash and stay the night like a few guys from the squadron did. I don’t know how Marshall’s orders are going to affect Jessica’s 
      evolving
       plans, but hopefully I am not in 
      the
       equation when she 
      decides 
      how to take this incoming and sudden news, and while she’s stated her intentions to leave him, she might not; I’d appreciate this outcome with our relationship having an expiration date. I suppose I will get a message from her today about it, and hear what her updated plan is.
    

    
      What I created currently at Tim’s home, however, is still ongoing. A random reference to a terrorist joke came up in our banter and I pondered out loud, “How funny would it be if we acted like terrorists and kidnapped the new guy?” Pewter shrieked with joy, and has been muttering to himself how the plan will take shape. He already is wearing his t-shirt as a head garment, the shirt’s head hole stretched to just reveal his eyes, and short sleeves tied into a knot behind his head, looking like a white, hairy ninja.
    

    
      Pewter powered through the entire night and into this morning, 
      and while all
       the other guys are still passed out in Tim’s spare rooms, he gathers the necessary items, grabbing a pillow case off of a pillow from the guys that are sleeping. From his demeanor and pulling an all-nighter, Pewter looks like he drank more than he should’ve. The ever calm and stoic Tim took charge as always to 
      shepherd
       his herd of cats. An admirable task bestowed onto the higher ranks, and a completely undesirable position, but he’s also the one who has a truck for the new 
      guy’s
       luggage to haul, and you never know how much a new crewman is coming with.
    

    
       I enjoy the spectacle of Pewter fantasizing while Tim and I wait for the new guy to contact him, and we didn’t have to wait long. He receives a text and gets excited, and texts him back.
    

    
      “Alright!,” Pewter lets out with intensity, “He landed early and has just gotten his luggage and will be ready. Let’s go pick him up. Okay, so remember, you take this belt and throw it over him and cinch his arms. I throw the pillow case on his head,” he instructs passionately.
    

    
      Tim gets in his truck and we both jump in the back. As we are preparing to leave, Pewter gets a text and reads it out loud. “I’m the black guy with the blue shirt just so you know who to look for.” We all three gave each other the same look of slight astonishment as Black Rescue Swimmers are quite rare, especially with all the evidence from boot camp and aircrew water survival courses, and I’ve never even seen a black candidate make it to the Rescue Swimmer School while I was there. 
    

    
      As Tim starts the five minute drive to the airport, knowing more about this guy’s back story could be interesting. An AW3 Bravo and black dude—kinda cool already. I find myself in the time of windy chaos in the back cab collecting myself. Sex with Jessica. Marshall’s orders. Pewter drunk personality shift. Kidnapping the new guy. It’s not even been a 12 hours, and this abduction scenario looks like it’s exciting Pewter to no end and even Tim seems to have been showing some enthusiasm of hazing the new guy. I guess he is
       
      along for the ride, so it feels sanctioned.
    

    
      As Tim drives up the ramp to the second floor and the tops of the palm trees 
      that
       line the quaint airport come into view, we tell Tim to stop on the side of the road of the 
      entrance. 
       We spot our target with ease and Pewter and I sneak over to the unsuspecting victim of our prank. Now I have a face of just another unsuspecting, poor soul like any of us, about to be thrown into our game. Pewter comes right up behind him and Brown turns to face him. Pewter simply says ‘Hello,” and tosses the pillow case over Brown’s head.
    

    
      Brown accepts what’s happening, saying “okay,” as I toss the belt around his arms and cinch it and wrap his arms with a simple knot. I lift his compliant body while we run off to Tim’s truck. Giddy Pewter runs to the truck and drops the tailgate of the truck and we try to delicately flop our hapless, blind victim into the truck. It's not pretty, but we get the job done of securing him well enough.
    

    
      Pewter yells out, “Go, go go!” and Tim peels out. Pewter jumps on Brown and slaps him in the face screaming, “Who do you work for?!” reminding me and imitating SERE school (Survival, Evasion, Resistance and Escape) where we were tortured a number of ways.
    

    
      “I work for my brothers,” Brown replies.
    

    
      “No you don’t! You work for me. Yahoo!,” he rides Brown like a bucking bronco, swinging his arm wildly in the air and then 
      slaps
       him in the belly a few times. Brown seems to not be as compliant to our prank anymore and bucks him in a manner suggesting we stop. “Yeehaw, looks like I gots me one strong slave.” A cold stillness falls over me. This isn't hazing anymore.
    

    
      “Slave?” Brown responds, obviously not amused.
    

    
      “Negro, shut your mouth. I’m your master and I intend you work until you—”
    

    
      “Get the fuck off me!” he sits up, undoing the light knot and pushing Pewter off him. Immediately, I pull the pillow case off his face and offer my hands up as a sign I didn’t mean any harm. Pewter has clearly crossed the line of how much Brown is willing to accept in terms of tolerance to being belittled. Pewter complies and says, “Sorry dude. Just having a bit of fun.”
    

    
      “Fun with your slave?” Brown snaps back, laser beams for eyes burning a hole directly into Pewter’s guilty face, and the awkward silence is felt within to keep us in stillness. Brown quickly inspects the back of the truck and finally talks loudly to overtake the sound of the wind blasting by us in the back, “Hey, where’s my bags?”
    

    
      “FUCK!,” Pewter screams.
    

    
      We totally planned for everything else, but never who was going to grab his bags. I tell Tim through the small back window that we need to loop around to grab his luggage that we forgot, and he follows the signs to loop to the pick up area. The stare down is still happening, with Pewter at a loss for words. This time though, we are in stopped heavy traffic. No one is moving. I hear Tim yell to us, “Umm—lads. We might be really, really fucking screwed. Guys, honestly, I might still be drunk too, for real.” I heard the dread in his voice.
    

    
      I stand up on the motionless truck’s bed and peer out to what Tim is talking about. I see a mid-50's Hawaiian lady wearing an airport traffic compliance uniform, stopping all the traffic coming through along with 5 armed military men sprawled out in all directions with their ARs ready to shoot. Holy shit! I’m certain this is all because of us and essentially a career ender for Tim, Pewter and I if this gets to our command. I need to fix this, now! I feel compelled to move. I know I am the only one who can. Plus, the others are plastered, even our driver.
    

    
      “I got this guys,” I say solemn as I jump off the side of the truck and walk slowly through the stationary traffic with my arms raised. When I approach the old lady, she notices me right off the bat and signals to the closest armed soldier.
    

    
      “Dats da guy, go get em,” She claims and is waving her draconian finger at me. I can tell she is an old timer, the generation that speaks only pidgin. I put my hands up as the armed guard now slowly approaches me with his rifle pointed in my direction. As I stand still, I attempt to impersonate the best local pidgin I can muster to explain this situation to the security lady. “Ooo, auntie, no need fo dem yeah? My bradahs and me just joking wit one fren, yeah.”
    

    
      She becomes enraged and screams, “You tink dis one fuckn joke!? You give me one heart attack you faka! I shud bring down one hammah on you fakas.”
    

    
      The armed guy slowly gains territory on me and I still hold my hand up to him, his AR pointed at my feet. I see his chest insignia on his uniform and I notice the three crescent triangles that make his rank a sergeant. “Hey, Sarge, please don’t arrest me or my friends. We were just joking around. I’m Navy, from Kaneohe Marine Corp Base. We are just picking up the FNG. He is in the back of that truck,” I switch back to my regular voice and relay and point towards Tim’s truck six car lengths down, and Brown and Pewter are standing over the roof, poking their heads up. I wave and they wave reluctantly back.
    

    
      The sergeant eases his trigger finger instinct and grabs his radio on his shoulder, “It looks like some Navy guys are just hazing one of their own.” I can’t hear what the reply from the radio was, but it made the sarge shake his head and say, “I know, right?! These fucking twinkies—OK, it looks like we can handle this from here. Call them off.” The sarge lowers his hand for the old lady to comply with the order, but she is not taking the sergeant’s handling of me seriously. The sergeant looks at me and says, “What are you doing coming back here?”
    

    
      “We forgot his stuff. We just grabbed him and left his stuff behind.” The sergeant shakes his head and I continue, “We honestly didn’t mean to cause trouble. Just playing a game. We are so very sorry, Sarge… and to Auntie.”
    

    
      The old lady looks at the sarge and screams, “Ain’t no fuckn game! Dem punks come in ere with one bag, threw em ova his head and drag him off. Dat isn’t one game, you shit!”
    

    
      I quickly snap back into pidgin to match her, “Auntie, me and da boys are really sorry fo scare you yeah. Please, no need fo get us in trouble, yea?”
    

    
      “Yea? Oooo Yea? Mada faka, I’d be on da news fo shooting youz assholes if I had one gun. Ain’t no fuckin joke den, ah?”
    

    
      I bow my head, praying for leniency. It seems as though all the chips are in her hands; her emotions are controlling the situation of the angry people laid up in traffic. I look up and see her rage begin to subside.
    

    
      “Brah, get you and dem haole ass clowns wit you out my airport. No need see you anymo n cause me mo heart pain.” She exaggeratedly points as if her finger was a wizard’s wand craving my demise, zeroing in on me. “Jus so you kno, I shud haf you handcuffed wit yo clown frens, n you can tell da kine police bout yo stupid fuckn game in jail.” She backs up and points aggressively towards Brown’s belongings, “Grab dat shit n no come here again, you faka.” The local security guard lets us off the hook as she saunters away with her stiff shoulders.
    

    
      I 
      breath
      e my first full breath since hopping out the truck, lift my head fully and put down my arms, “Oo thanks ya auntie. Guarantee you neva see or hear from me eva again, yea.” I turn to the sarge who is just enjoying the show as he lets me go. I rush over to Brown’s bags amidst the turmoil of onlookers as I drag Brown’s two large luggages and backpack in one haul. I rush out towards Tim’s truck and watch their scared looks become less terrified and more confused. I toss his shit in the back with adrenaline-induced, He-Man strength and tell them all, “We need to get the fuck out of here now.”
    

    
      After a few seconds, the old lady starts to let traffic go by. As we roll through, she is still giving us the dirtiest look that only an old Hawaiian auntie can give, as if we all pissed on her dining room table. I can’t even manage to lift my head to see her, but I give a shameful bow and the slightest wave of my hand to thank her for us troubling them all.
    

    
      As the truck lurches forward and we are out of sight from the turn in the loop, I look over to Pewter and Brown’s stunned faces. I pat Brown on the back and he looks directly at me. I break the ice, “Welcome to Hawaii.”
    

  
    
      Chapter 16: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Chad wakes me up, but I pretend to sleep
      .
       It’s likely 7am, and the baby is definitely knocked out in her crib; I don’t hear her stirring. Last night, I also pretended to sleep when Chad came in and right as I got Faye to sleep. H
      e came upstairs as usual to either grab clothes or use the bathroom, then left my cement den.
       He stood there silent behind me, being creepy for a couple of minutes, or at least it felt like he was just watching me. Then he simply went back downstairs.
    

    
      I have a wonderful recall of all of last night before I fell asleep as my phone sat dark on the nightstand. I stared at it, wondering what I could possibly text to Fenix, but instead, I dreamed. I dreamed of a future. With Him. And Faye. And my family. I have been so open with him about everything and I’ve never felt more secure.
    

    
      I remember last night having him say yes to every time I told him I wanted to see Africa, Asia, Latin America. Every yes sent me there, climbing, strolling, boating, skiing, dining around each place. I've never felt so electric with possibilities. I even imagined our babies, as I now want to give him multiple kids, and I know he will be a good father to them. I dreamt of wearing his ring. I’ve never been so completely taken over by anyone as I have by Fenix.
    

    
      As I jostle to my other side to lay, I feel my swollen lips, still sore from chewing on them. My girlfriend down below is still fragile and I got a couple of scuffs on my knee. A delicate pain, the physical echo of last night’s joy and passion. I have no idea of what to think about my love for My Fenix and for once, I don’t feel any anxiety to explain it. I’ve instantly become jealous and possessive and never felt this way. I sense that all I have for him is my wants, teetering on the edge of needs. I am lying in wait to feel safe finally. This exhilaration hasn’t faded and I don’t see any roadblocks in my way. 
    

    
      The only struggle I foresee is Chad making an attempt for custody, but only to use Faye as a means to torture me the moment we sign the papers to get a divorce. He has shown himself to be quite petty and vindictive, so I wouldn’t doubt he’d use such a tactic to disrupt my life, but I’m finally happy and very soon, free as a bird with my little baby. 
    

    
      I think of Fenix again, and the thought brings a genuine smile to my face. How rare. Even with Chad nearby, I feel like I’m looking forward to the next moments of this day, and waiting until the time feels right to text Fenix.
    

    
      Chad opens up the door and I immediately shut my eyes, still pretending to sleep. He walks along the pathway to exit, but takes the extra few steps to be near me. “Hey—Hey,” he says softly for Faye. I manage to pull off a sincere faking of waking up surprised, seeing him hovering over me, “We need to talk—really.”
    

    
      Surprisingly, Chad sounded different in a tone and vibe I couldn’t place. Guilt? Was this something actually serious? He walks out and I follow him as we go down the stairs, and grabs a bunch of papers near the computer that look official. My heart stops, and I feel the urge to not get too excited in front of him, but instinct tells me Chad is about to ask for a divorce! I clench my jaw to not give away my excitement as he holds the papers, his eyes looking defeated. A slump to his posture only makes the silence unbearable.
    

    
      “So?” I no longer hesitate.
    

    
      “These papers, they came from a DNA test. I sent my DNA and Faye’s DNA to this lab, and they found out—” Why is he pausing? Oh no! Dread consumes me.
    

    
      “What. Why? What does she have? Or you have? Something genetic I should know about?”
    

    
      “No. It’s not that. The test says... Faye is mine.”
    

    
      My head snaps back as if I’ve been launched from a rocket. I’m sure Chad missed my expression in the moment with his head down, looking at the words on paper.
    

    
      “What did you just say?” I'm confused.
    

    
      Chad flashes some of the papers, saying, “You see, I thought Faye might not be mine, and in fact, I thought for certain. I didn’t know how to tell you,” he slightly whimpers.
    

    
      “No. No you don’t! Don’t you dare say you thought she was someone else’s kid. She looks just like you, Chad!” I instantly flame.
    

    
      “Yeah, I know, but,” he reaches in his pocket and takes a stern stance, fumbling with his phone as I’m unaware of what he could possibly show me that would make me forgive him for this festering betrayal. “Here. Check this out. Go ahead, four pictures of you and him.” Chad gets defensive. I look at his phone and sure enough, I see me when I was at the movie theater and right next to me is—Dillon. Oh dear God tell me this did not happen. The memory flashes before my eyes, me going to the theaters by myself almost a year ago and running into Dillon, my stunning and awesome friend I met at the university. A fabulous gay man, who happened to be watching the same romantic comedy I was at the same time. The photos were there, of us seeing each other and him freaking out when he realized I was pregnant with Chad’s baby. In an instant, all the dots connect with this miscommunication from Chad which manifested into his many months of continuous confrontation and disruptive silence towards me, and his dismissive attitude towards his daughter. All those months. The coldness. The insults. Photos? “You see. Right there, who is that? He looks a lot like me. Why are you like that with him, even see that picture. You are holding his hand and walking into the theater,” he accuses and still harbors resentment in his voice.
    

    
      “Who took these pictures?” I demand, my voice dangerously calm. I have all the control now, and he knows it.
    

    
      “What does it matter? That doesn’t explain—”
    

    
      “Who took the picture!?” I stare at him with the vengeance only a wrongly tormented and falsely accused wife can muster.
    

    
      He stands bolder and states with undeserved defiance, “Collins did.” Of course it was that weasel!
    

    
      “Did he happen to mention the fact that this guy in the picture is gay?”
    

    
      Chad’s face drops. “Huh?”
    

    
      “That’s my gay friend, Dillon. And the man beside us is Raph, his partner.” I feel my jaw clench as I see him now connecting the dots, and instantly embarrassed and mouth gaping to figure out what to say. I continue, "We were celebrating YOUR baby, you idiot!" I seethe.
    

    
      “I. I just. I just,” he repeats, reaching and grasping onto any excuse that might come through, but none will be found.
    

    
      “You just—what?! Felt like torturing me? Or keeping me in the dark? Secretly hating and resenting me this entire time? All because your shit-eating, butt buddy took a picture of me that I could’ve easily explained away? I have Dillon’s number, Chad. You wanna talk to him?” I give him the option to bury himself more into his own funeral along with our relationship as partners. Good riddance.
    

    
      “No. I don’t wanna talk to your friend,” his defeated voice comes in, finally. The tone and vibe I always hoped was around the corner from Chad is now before me; any amount of honesty could have reconciled this now unsalvageable bond we promised to each other in haste.
    

    
      I erupt, “Oh now you believe me!? No need to check my facts now,” sarcasm flows effortlessly. I want him to squirm more.
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know how to say sorry, but I really am sorry.”
    

    
      “What would make you think I was cheating on you and having someone else’s kid?” I ask plainly to get to the bottom of why he had changed so drastically over a photo and a rumor.
    

    
      “I don’t have a good answer, but the reason I thought this is difficult to explain, and I wanna explain it to you the right way,” he says with a slight frustration.
    

    
      “Well, you actually don’t have to explain. You’ve explained enough. I’m done listening to you and done thinking about you anymore.” Whatever excuses he comes up with to supposedly help explain his actions will fall on my deaf ears. I’ve endured such injustice. The smallest twinge of any guilt I feel for experiencing my love making with Fenix has been fully erased, and I’m only more emboldened to explore a life with Fenix if he truly will continue to have me. I begin making my way back upstairs, done with Chad.
    

    
      As I am halfway up, I hear Faye jostling a little as I had been quite boisterous and she is likely wondering what’s going on. “Hey, Jess. There’s something else.” I stop and he continues, as he makes his eye contact. “I just got orders to San Diego. It’s at the NETC, the best shore duty orders. They gave me orders to get ready quickly and they said we only have about five weeks or so to be ready to leave,” Chad stops with his sour face and brings forth a little smirk.
    

    
      “‘We’ only have five weeks before ‘we’ leave? We?” I mock and state the very obvious, and begin to laugh as I continue to walk upstairs, his face turning into a surprised shock, still oblivious to our end. My giggle turns into an echoing and maniacal laugh as I realize Chad is dumber than I ever thought. We? There is no we. He just admitted there’s never been a we, and he’s also made sure I’ll never believe in we.
    

    
      Any rage I feel has subsided quickly as I feel so much more empowered and have so much more ammo to use in order to make my case to Mom and Dad as to why I am leaving with them back to Oregon. What a relief.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Rose had been interested the entire way through, and in-between my drama, I learned more about her passion for design and fashion, and how she was now working to become a stylist. This new gig was adding to her repertoire, and I never would’ve taken Rose for a gal in the makeup business. Her origins from Oklahoma left little to be desired, but she sure does miss her friends back home, yet having fun in paradise as she said as she snipped away my hair. 
    

    
      I’ve tried to remember this as paradise and focus on the positive when few moments stick in my mind. 
      Despite recent events, the island has not lost all its charm and still holds immense potential for me.
       
      I refuse to remember Hawaii solely as the place where I dropped out of college after getting pregnant by a foolish man who coerced me into marriage.
    

    
      “And that’s when I told him, ‘You can watch 
      your 
      daughter.’” I explain to Rose the last words I had with Chad a few hours ago, “And that’s when I came here to cherish your presence and have an absolute blessing of a day with you.”
    

    
      Rose pulls her attention from my nails she is painting and replies, “Good for you, mama. I didn’t know your life is this deep with drama.”
    

    
      “Oh no no, no more drama. I am so happy. I feel finally free, like I said,” I stop her, noticing I just gave her all of my backstory with Chad. I glance at Rose, admiring her devotion to my hands, meticulously painting each nail a delicate shade of lilac. I look straight ahead into her bathroom mirror, in love with what I see. Rose discovered a perfect and elegant me I never knew was there. She had cut over a foot of my hair into an A-cut, the back trimmed even shorter. The new airflow on my neck is such a foreign sensation. Then she dyed my hair black, added bleached strips in the front with chemicals irritating my nose, and now they were plastered and wrapped with a purple dye. Next, she worked on my makeup, making my face look as flattering as ever. Now she was putting the final touches on my nails, completing the style in her mind. I was becoming intoxicated with my new look and am now drunk on this full vibe change in the mirror.
    

    
      I look back at Rose, and become flush with a care for her within my heart. She randomly texted this morning, after Chad’s confession of being the grandest moron I’ve met, that if I was free and willing, she needed a guinea pig to test her skills on, and her friend bailed. Talk about needing a way out of that house with the idiot; I got Faye cleaned up and fed as quickly as I could, gave the pouting dude our child, and came straight over.
    

    
      How can I ever convey she really was a Godsend, and how much this physical transformation feels like the perfect timing? I wish we could’ve been closer in many ways, but this was more than fantastic time spent making unforgettable memories with her clarifying my mistakes with nothing but grace. Such a giving gal who can shoot the jazz, and not make every conversation about herself. Oh, how I judged her those first days and here she is serving me with no compensation required.
    

    
      “A lot has happened in the past 24 hours,” I say, as grateful as possible. “You’re a big part of my transformation. Just—thank you.”
    

    
      “I’m glad. Thank you for being my guinea pig,” she says, with a warm smile. “To be honest, I didn’t really expect you to be looking this glamorous. But hun, you shouldn’t be giving me such high praise. You helped me too and don’t know it.”
    

    
      I’m confused. “What did I do?”
    

    
      “Oh, well, besides stay single for the rest of my life.” We share a giggle, “But, remember when you were running that night, and when you were running, you looked so pathetic, dear,” she says, lightly blowing on my fingernails. “I hadn’t seen you on base and your friend embarrassed you and I laughed at you. Not that the dickhead wasn’t being funny, but I laughed because I thought you were so uncoordinated and had no business trying. As you ran away ashamed, I figured it was the last time I’d see you. You weren’t meant to be at that gym and not meant to be—,” she stays silent and shrugs, “Strong.”
    

    
      She continues, “And then, of course, the next time I saw you—you were booking it like you were gonna tackle someone. You were breathing heavy and I went beside you and saw you chasing an hour. I was flabbergasted. You saw me. Then I found out you are a mother, and little by little wanted to know more. So, I just happened to catch you at the right time and get you to come over, and now I see more of how complex your situation is to have led you to  being a woman fighting. Dear, I’m so sorry for that.”
    

    
      “No. Don’t apologize,” I say, my eyes glazing and threatening the make up. “It was your laugh that lit the fire under me. It was you, it was Chad—I was so tired of being weak, I just did it. I spent my only free time away from Faye to go to that gym, and I’ve never been stronger. There’s a few places I’ll miss once I am back home in Oregon, and that treadmill will be one of them—because of you.”
    

    
      “Bet you’ll miss all those shoulders and butts too, huh?” she gives sass, now that Chad is soon out of the picture.
    

    
      “Ewww,” I responded honestly in a light joking tone.
    

    
      “Not ewww. In fact, you should get some action, and let that baby daddy of yours know you are getting some and leave that wedding ring on his side of the sink. Then get you some fine man on that body of yours.”
    

    
      “Ewww—but I’ll definitely give him his ring back!,” I consider her advice.
    

    
      We both smile and she says, “But there’s this one guy at the gym, and he is finer than the word fine.” She goes on, talking about the men she finds interesting, mysterious, and handsome. I can only think of Fenix from now as she drones on about the guys hitting her up online and their dating foibles, saving money by having men buy her dinners, and how many don’t even know how to behave. I don’t feel like I’ll ever be there again, and wish I could declare it, but that truth couldn’t be handled until later.
    

    
       In the mix, we offer each other our apologies and lay aside our grievances in silence. She appreciates my effort to show up and prove her wrong, and now is rooting for me to find a real partner to run with me. Rose turns me around, away from the mirror as she takes off all the dye strips and washes my hair  in her sink. She grabs for her hairdryer and starts to work her magic as I resist the urge to move my hands to not mess up my drying nails. As she finished primping my hair the way she wanted, she has me turn around, and I’ve never looked so chic. 
    

    
      I’m overjoyed to almost tears and my compliments spew out. Rose loves my love for her and warns, “Well gal, I gotta get ready to dine and dash on this sucker who’s paying for my dinner. A nearby M
      exican
       restaurant I love, and the waiters there know my play now. They always pretend they don't know what I’ll be ordering, but they know,” and we both laugh at her hilarity and her freedom to lure guys in for an easy meal. 
      As we say our goodbyes
      , we promise each other we will be in contact more often, and I feel a solid connection with someone that I made an enemy at first, and Rose had formed me in her memory as the underdog who won all while carrying a family on that treadmill. 
    

    
      I depart from her with a hug, a new friend, and a new face. As I waltzed down her barrack’s long hallway, feeling an unfamiliar breeze upon my neck from my short hair, I witnessed something I haven’t in a long time: astonishment from guys. I’m noticing their silence and stiffness as I walk by; my presence moves them to be alert. As I head to the parking lot, many other Marines nearby went silent, looking in my direction— I could get used to 
      this
      .
    

    
      I pull out of the driveway and head over to my parents’ beach rental to meet with them, Faye, and unfortunately, Chad. I have no idea what to expect, but all I can think on this leisurely drive is that Chad best mind his behavior around all of us. My reaction to his news 
      from this 
      morning of why he treated me like garbage will never extinguish my rage; unleashing my tongue on him is one ill word away at all times. Hopefully he missteps in front of my parents so that they can see how full of shit he is, and I can tell them my entire list of what he’s put us through for being a silent wimp.
    

    
      I arrive and knock on the door of my parents’ place. Mom instantly screams, “Ahhhhhh! You look so funk Jess!” She immediately grabs me for a quick hug and then touches my hair, tousling it, “It’s so stunning on you, Sweetheart. It really matches your personality.”
    

    
      “You’ve got moxie running around with that hairstyle,” Dad adds in and I walk in the door to hug him, “You know, I haven’t seen your hair this short since 4th grade. But obviously, this is way more hip compared to your mom butchering your hair when you were young.”
    

    
      “Hey! It was my first time cutting hair!” Mom defends herself, laughing. They both chuckle as they usually do about their mistakes, especially the ones made while raising all three of us. Memories of Dad complaining about my short hair when I was a kid, upset because he was just getting good at braiding, 
      dad acting non-sensically devastated all my young years.
       That’s him, my fun dad.
    

    
      Faye picks herself up from her corner of the couch to see her new mom, and heads my way in her quick crawl, blabbering with a slobbery smile. I meet her halfway and pick her up for a kiss. She isn’t even startled at my new look. “She knows I’m her Mommy,” I shared with the crowd.
    

    
      Chad just stands as I enter, a light smile and facing us from the far couch. He’s adopted a pathetic guilty stance, almost embarrassing looking like he wants forgiveness. I finally acknowledge Chad and force out, “Ta-da!” showcasing my awesome hair, accenting it with my fresh manicure and wicked makeup.
    

    
      I can see I startled him a bit with my bravado, however, he keeps up the appearance of a functional family. “It really does look good,” he replies, yet stays in place.
    

    
      Dad looks at me and informs, “So, Chad is working all week at the squadron. He’s got those sun up to sun down flights.”
    

    
      “Functional Check Flights, sir. An FCF,” Chad corrects him.
    

    
      “Oh yes, that’s what they are. So, you want to drive around the island with us for this week, let Chad just fly and rest? We were even thinking of having you sleep here in our spare bedroom. We kinda got it for you to crash here. Come start sleeping here tomorrow night? Chad can come over here too, check in on us?”
    

    
      I oddly nod my head, wondering how in the heck this happened. Away from Chad. Here on the beach with the people I love. A work week of unfortunate duty for Chad being up and out the door at 3am and not coming back through the apartment until 8pm makes this day much more fortunate. What a blessing the past 24 hours have been, and continuing to go on.
    

    
      Not living in that bed for the next five days is exactly what my body needs—and I’m certain I’m able to manifest it that tomorrow night will be the last night I’ll sleep in that stained bed under Chad’s roof, and these five days of freedom offer endless possibilities to have fun with my Fenix.
    

  
    
      Chapter 17: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Brown misses his single shot, 
      ricocheting off the cup’s rim, and I already missed my shot. We’re down to only two more cups, and Tracie
       and Macy now have their two shots; our rematch, now at our second game of the night in an attempt to take down the current champs.
    

    
      “If I get my next shot, it’s over, gayran-tee,” Brown attempts a pidgin accent.
    

    
      “No, it’s Gayr—raaun—teed,” I say, and just as Brown’s mouth opens to try again to imitate the locals, I hear the ball bounce. It sails straight into the cup, a perfect trick shot. The small crowd erupts in the garage as Brown and I look back at each other, a shared, embarrassed smile knowing that Tracie took advantage of our being distracted.
    

    
      We accept our defeat, as well as their boisterous pride in being sore winners by goading us to try again. As the loser, the duty of setting up both sides of the cups falls to me, a sign of humility and 
      submission
      . I work in the periphery of the party, setting up the red plastic cups into a triangle before stepping out into the empty street, just to get some distance and collect my senses.
       It feels good to know I’m not only accepted, but that in the noise and liveliness in front of me,
       that I bring a vital vibe the house misses when I can’t make it to any of these constant gatherings.
    

    
      From this quieter space, I see Tracie’s ability to immediately connect with anyone, laughing up a storm on her smoke break in between games. With such a radical heart, I wonder if she just sees me as a convenience—the guy who buys the alcohol and doesn't perv on her friends. With someone like Caroline, it was a transaction of energy, just like everyone else in my life. Yet, with Tracie, I keep waiting for the bill to come due, yet never has. I’d rather believe in her genuine grace for me, and the evidence I see only points to her possessing a real passion to be good friends with everyone shouldn’t feel like a threat or that I’ll become invalid. Even her husband has extended his hellos to me tonight and never met me. I’m surrounded by scenes the old me would’ve denied were possible.
    

    
      I drank a little bit too much water to avoid drinking a beer, knowingly avoiding the snowball effect of having another, then another, and so on, and didn't want Brown to question my honor as his designated driver for the night. I’m certain that before long, he’ll be asking for a ride to the barracks room we set him up in earlier this morning. I rush around Tracie's duplex and go to relieve myself at her only approved, outdoor spot for men to pee; the end post of her backyard’s barrier.
    

    
      As I drain my bladder, I’m astonished at how much happened, from last night into this night. Jessica’s clawing at my heart and body, then letting me stew in silence with no texts in my own abode. This morning's tensions between Brown and Pewter during the airport thuggery; the smell of 
      alcohol on him
      , his constant apologies and hanging onto him, always pleading his case. And eventually driving all around the island up until the sun was setting with an appreciative and very solid dude in the passenger seat in the form of AW3 Brown. Thankfully I was given the orders by Tim to drop Brown off at base, sign him into the barracks and make sure he had everything he needed while Pewter would pass out on Tim’s couch.
    

    
      Brown became an open book on the road, just spilling his impressive resume of random things and how blessed he was. His dad, a Vietnam vet, became a plumber in Louisiana. He married Brown's fashionista mom from Cincinnati, and they raised him in Corpus Christi, Texas: a life of farmland and beaches. It was a true pleasure 
      having him be such an open book
      ; to learn more about him, and how happy he was to be out of the Navy in one year just like me. We both admitted this would be our last cruise, and uniquely his only cruise, 
      and 
      a friendship, rather than a co-worker relationship, was on the table—at least until one of us did something foul to the other.
    

    
      I enjoyed hearing Brown’s story—his familial pride
      , his high school sweetheart-turned-fiancée, who is halfway across the
       
      world in New York. His fiancée is about to graduate with her bachelor's in chemical science and I couldn’t sense a hint of worry from his voice with his girl.
    

    
      Brown took to the Navy because he wanted to pay for his own way to college with the GI Bill promise, and while his family had all the assets and money to get him a higher education, he wished to carry his own weight. He joined to be a SAR swimmer because he thought it was cool and wasn’t even a swimmer, but he just said he realized ‘he could just do things and learn’. His logic is simple and got him far.
    

    
      His stories stirred an awkwardness within me because I don’t have goals like he does, and I kept tapping my steering wheel realizing how directionless I am, living day to day my entire life. I have no idea what I will do with my Navy college funding, and whether I’ll even use it. I had naively wished to retire and be at least a Chief with my own squadron’s AWs to run, all because of a foolish dream that the ARSS Master Chief planted in my head of how there’s only 
      winners
       and whiners, a rousing speech that pushed me to believe I could ‘win’ like he did. 
      Additionally
      , 
      t
      o even think I could save
       someone’s life one day from the trenches of war or the violent seas that capsized boats, as advertised in the Navy recruiter’s brochure, but nope, that is quite the pipedream. 
      With
       our over-weight, search-and-destroy machine with rotors, its true use case is hunting submarines and small, surface ships, as my Bravo billet rarely saw any action. 
    

    
      When I was done helping lug Brown’s belongings into his assigned room, that’s when I offered him a ride along the island. He didn’t hesitate to jump on board, and I don’t blame him.
    

    
      As we arrived at the north side of the island at noon doing the small talk and sightseeing, 
      I pulled into the parking lot of a local coastal shop to purchase some poke
       for us, and as I walk towards the door, with Brown stretching and taking a photo, a couple of teenage girls passed me as they exited the shop, and both giggled as they passed. I touched the handle of the door and heard Brown shouting “Sir! Sir!,” and I figured he was addressing some emergency that needed attention nearby, and I stepped back to see, yet he came running towards me, and with a strange face of glee, excitedly inquiring, “You are the helicopter guy, search and rescue, right?!” He asked the obvious question and I nodded. Brown comes and vigorously shakes my hand, runs ahead to the door and opens it for me, letting me in, “Thank you for your service to this country, sir.” He didn't explain his strange behavior as he followed me in. Instead, he dropped the loud persona and ran to the side windows of the store, and murmured as he was peeking outside, “Yeah, that’s right. Shut your damn mouths, 
      bitches
      ,” then said to me, “They saw your face and they thought it was funny for some reason. So I let them know how important you are compared to whatever they’ll ever achieve in their life. Maybe next time, they’ll keep their mouths shut, but I doubt it.” Brown defends.
    

    
      Twice in one week. First Tracie, now him. I wasn't used to having people in my corner. His comparison to
       Tracie is undeniable and how fortunate I am to have a fresh start, with people defending me from bullies I don
      ’t see
      .
       
      Here I am, even allowed to urinate on her outdoor gate repeatedly.
       
      Meanwhile, Brown is close by, getting to know Tracie and ready to correct anyone
      , like her, 
      who 
      believes 
      they're superior to me.
       
      They are the only two openly defending me and I
      ’m falling into something scary
      : h
      onest and real friends.
    

    
      Brown then started asking questions about me as we sat and ate our poke in the car, 
      and
       I kept saying I don’t really have a story, and what I do have to say is sad. He insisted, so I gave him my bullet points and he had that same look of pity and shock I’ve seen before; I figured he’d be done prying after digging but nope. For whatever reason, Brown asked me about my scar and why it looked like it was stitched in an emergency, with my 
      scar’s
       prominent sixteen holes, 8 on each side in what looks like an emergency surgery had happened, and for the first time in ages, I disclosed to him the gruesome details, watching the story of its creation dawn on his face. He became silent, soaking in the tragedy of the injustice, but if karma was real, it had been a bitch to my bipolar sister and my clueless, broken mother. 
    

    
      The low vibe of my life didn’t last long in that car, as Brown was astonished at the beauty of Hawai’i. As we just so happened to be swinging by Pearl Harbor on the last leg of our full day on the road, Tracie texted me, asking me if I was available tonight. I asked Brown if he was down for more fun and meeting Tracie. However, I’m finding myself exhausted as the full scope of the waking hours have eaten at me, and I still have quite a bit of driving to do.
    

    
      As I zip up and make my way to the garage where all the fun is, Brown turns the corner, happy to see me and asks, “Yo, mind if we go soon? I’m done for the night and I do love my sleep.”
    

    
      Music to my ears and weary eyes. I nod and realize we did, said and saw a lot today, and hosting Brown at Tracie’s was an honor rather than the usual involuntary commitment for the new guy. Just as I move to inform Tracie of our imminent departure, I receive a text finally from Jessica: 
      When
       is the earliest you can be inside me?
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 18: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      After waiting for Chad to leave a little after 3 this morning, I rushed into the bathroom. I immediately started shaving, lotioning my skin until it was smooth everywhere. My body tingled in anticipation of the dirty surprise Fenix had planned. I'd expressly informed him my only rule was no anal. He insisted it wasn't, adding a winking emoji at the end of his text. I stayed up all night waiting for a follow-up that never came. I somehow found some sleep, but have been wide awake, primed and ready to feel my Fenix inside me again.
    

    
      The rumbling of a car starts to approach, echoing down the cement corridor as all cars do. I know it’s Fenix because it’s too early, and sure enough, I hear the car park under our apartment. I’m so wet with anticipation I can barely wait to see him. I open up the door, looking through our screen door.
    

    
      Fenix shuts his door, another echo in the dead silence, and I hear the footsteps headed my way to reveal Fenix in a flight suit that’s almost too tight on him. His head was lowered as he approached, searching for the right apartment number. He seemed surprised to find me already waiting at the screen door. As I open the door, he comes in quietly and moves in close, towering above me as he shuts the doors.
    

    
      “Are you sure I can park there and look like this?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I told you already it’d look suspicious if you didn’t. So many guys with flight suits come here. It’s fine.”
    

    
      “And your parents won’t come by?”
    

    
      “At 5 in the morning?” I point out the obvious with my sarcasm.
    

    
      “Okay, but where is your baby?”
    

    
      “Upstairs in her crib?”
    

    
      “Okay, well, show me where your bed is.” His eyes relaxed finally and honed in on my eyes, intention in his voice.
    

    
      I grab his big hand and as I take him, he pulls me in, scooping the back of my head. He pulls me into 
      his
       body and gives me one long kiss, full of stillness and love, and says with his fingers gripping my hair lightly, “You look so fucking hot. I love what you did to your hair.” With that, I wished I could carry him upstairs. Instead, giddy with an energy I'd never felt before, I practically dragged him along on my tiptoes.
    

    
      I pull him through the doorway to my bed. As he stands there, I lightly close the door, turning to see his worried gaze fixed upon the crib. “I thought she had her own room up here?”
    

    
      “Oh no, this is the only room of the entire apartment, and Chad sleeps downstairs on the couch,” I say, but his face isn’t convinced as he still looks at Faye. “Don’t worry. She won’t wake up, she’ll sleep until 9 at least, I promise. She’s a hibernator.” I try to soothe his troubled look. “So, did you need to use my bed for something?” I say in a devious tone.
    

    
      “Yes. But I need you to take off your sweat pants,” he instructs and I do.
    

    
      “Now your shirt.” I obey.
    

    
      “And now your bra.”
    

    
      I feel hesitant, but still do. I stand naked but for my panties, feeling vulnerable under his delighted focus as my fidgety hands cup my small, deflating breasts. “Now go onto your bed and lay on your stomach,” my Fenix winks as I comply.
    

    
      As I make myself cozy, Fenix crawls over me, his rough flight suit hovering lightly. He leans down to kiss my neck, but stops, the brim of his hat bumping against my shoulder. With a quick flick of his wrist, he sends it sailing off the bed. Now unimpeded, he continues, taking his time to kiss the entirety of my shoulders, arms, and back.
    

    
      Fenix pushes his face into my crotch from behind and takes a big sniff, his nose nuzzling my wet panties that yearn to be ripped away. I want him right now, so I turn, but one of his large hands holds me down, Fenix’s silence and strength commanding me to stay put and accept his soft punishment. Frustrating yet overly stimulating me in a way I never would have dreamt to achieve. He spent another minute tracing kisses down my thighs to my ankles before his hands finally found the waistband of my panties, pulling them down. As I slink sideways to have them removed, I finally turn over on my back only to be forcefully pushed again on my stomach.
    

    
      He then grabs my butt, spreads my cheeks and I feel his warm tongue pressing into my ass. My body automatically clenches, but he pulls me into his warm mouth, massaging my butt hole and I release my muscles to him, letting him take me how he wants. I never expected to enjoy something so dirty. He pulls away and says, “Now you can roll over.”
    

    
      I do as he says while stare directly into his mischievous grin. “Okay, now you get that flight suit off,” I now whisper in declaration.
    

    
      He simply shakes his head, slides off the bed to his knees and pulls me to his face. My entire body moves in his direction, sliding straight to his warm tongue, and I instantly throw my body in an arch of pleasure and feel him pull away. I look down and he is puzzled by my C-section scar.
    

    
      “What happened here?”
    

    
      “That’s where Faye came out,” I say, and I put my hand to cover it. Fenix removes my hand and looks at it.
    

    
      “I thought C-section scars were huge, but this is just amazing. I didn’t know you even had one.”
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s just embarrassing. The doctor made the emergency decision saying Faye was too big, so I just said yes. My dad was so pissed,” I blabber on, looking at his pondering eyes down at my crotch.
    

    
      Fenix pushes his face lightly into my pelvis then says, “Our scars just touched and said hello for the first time,” with a genuinely happy smile and I can see why my heart loves him. My hand finds his scar as I delicately touch it for the first time with intention.
    

    
      A
      fter making me blush
       
      and forming a deeper bond
      , he doesn’t waste any time; he enjoys what he tastes. Every two seconds, his lips and tongue draw up and forward, then resets, sensationally slow. His tempo stays and each drives me more crazy. I feel myself moan as he flicks his tongue, and then he stops, moving onto exploring my vagina all over, then makes his way to my clit with slow circles. His shaved face, lips, and tongue were exactly what my body wanted, and I begin to convulse repeatedly.
    

    
      Vigorous with his tongue, he hit every spot I'd never had explored. I became too sensitive to stand the pleasure and whisper for him to stop, just for my own sanity. He doesn’t, and I enjoy it more for as long as I can while he patiently plays with my clit, but in seconds I again 
      plead
       for him to stop. As he crawls up my body, looking into my eyes with a somewhat defeated but pleased expression, I beg in his ears, “Please, I need you inside me.”
    

    
      My Fenix nods, and disrobes from his flight suit with the loud rasp of the zipper from his eagerness, making him look at Faye’s crib again with a wince, then takes off his shirt to reveal his mocha, thick and hard body and pulls down his underwear. His penis is bigger than I even expected and I fully understood why I got rocked so hard two nights ago. He stands there, looking like he was enjoying his view as I lengthen my little frame to look more slender and pleasing, arms above my head.
    

    
      With his flight suit down to his calves, he climbs on top of me, then resets to his knees to watch his penis on me. I prepare for him, and his tip is sliding softly, holding his cock, and uses it to rub my clit. I spasm uncontrollably as he continues to up the tempo and rub his dick frantically, sending me into a fit. As I finally get a good look at
       how Fenix is 
      rubbing his dick side to side against my clit, he suddenly slides himself into me partially and very slowly. All the way in, and I can’t breathe. I try to get used to him inside of me again before I feel I can move. Then he pushes even deeper, and my mouth opens, staring into his focused eyes. He pushes more and finds himself deeper. What the fuck. I am paralyzed with him this deep in and my vagina has no idea she could feel this much need. Fenix then places himself into a hover over me, and pivots his hips into a minor thrust. I cling to him, pulling myself into him like I’m holding on for dear life to something that floats in the middle of my ocean of pleasure, begging myself to not scream.
    

    
      Watching me with such 
      intent
      , he holds still and I finally get a full sense of his compassion as I feel his soft pulses surging through me like light volts of electricity. I stop clinging to his back and have my hands explore his swollen arms; his gladiator stature is all mine to enjoy. He begins to move and so do I, and my eyes slam shut, feeling and steering his rhythm to get in sync. As he breathes in my sensitive ears and 
      nibbles
       them, instant release comes. 
    

    
      I feel connected to him as I would always wish forevermore. My energy is his, and he is in control. I let my body tense, then relax, and this repeats as he stays still, and I’m starting to come back to a pleasure where I have some control of my movement. I begin to lightly laugh in ecstasy at my cramping legs, and Fenix tenses up immediately.
    

    
      “Whoa, that was quite the clench you got,” he whispers, and I begin to giggle more, now coughing from my dry throat of large exhales, forcing him to pull out of me. He rolls off the bed, crouching low. His face was a mask of fright as his eyes darted to Faye's crib, searching for any sign of stirring. He was understandably worried, but he had no idea how deeply my baby girl could sleep.
    

    
      I pop up, look in the crib at her, and reassure him with a look that she was still asleep. I walk towards him on my tippy toes, pushing my face into his, kissing him and enjoying my light scent upon his lips.
    

    
      As I stand there, my tummy pressed against his hard-on, my lips slowly open as I begin kissing his chest, then licking his skin with my tongue. “Do you want me to do anything else?,” I offer, my mouth partially open and waiting for his command.
    

    
      “Yeah, go stand over there, and face the mirror,” he points to my wooden dresser mirror and I eagerly comply. I walk to my dresser as he waddles behind me, his large flight suit’s thick fabric rustling on the ground, and still connected to Fenix because it won’t slip over his boots. A light touch informs me to bend over and I place my hands upon the wood, watching him position me
      .
       I step on my tippy toes as he lowers his hips, and feel him slowly enter me. Then his hand traces up my back and he grabs my short hair and begins pumping me. I
       bare witness to his focused face watch
       my body shuttering before I shut my eyes, and enjoy his dominance and using me however he desires; I doubt I can dismiss or say no to anything Fenix wants of me. While I try not to cramp my leg, he lets go of my hair, uses his big hands and lifts me a few inches off the floor. My arms, extended and on the dresser, are the only things keeping me from face planting as he holds my entire body up and rams me mercilessly. The shock reverberates through my body and the dresser’s lotion and face creams start tumbling over. I feel needed and overpowered by my brute.
    

    
      Fenix finally moans ever so slightly, pulls out of me and starts to make his suppressed sounds of ecstasy as I feel his warm spray on my back, both of us already out of breath. As I feel him, still caressing his penis on my lower back, I watch his eyes, closed and in his own world, looking drowsy and hands on me to help with his balance. I turn around to face my man as he catches his footing and step up to kiss him while I feel his cum sliding down, and admire his loose stance and slightly leans into me, gasping and fully relieved.
    

    
      I must tell him how much I love him and what he means for me at this time, so I say, “I—”
    

    
      “Oh shit!” He pushes from me and looks straight behind him as he catches Faye’s gaze in the mirror, fumbling and trying to pull up his flight suit.
    

    
      Well, she’s awake I guess. I assure him it’s not a big deal, and go and greet her as she rightfully ponders what the hell is happening. Knowing she won’t have any memory of this, I lift her out of the crib unworried, yet Fenix isn’t having it. I show Faye it’s Fenix, but he grabs his shirt and keeps repeating, “I gotta go.” I try to calm him, but Fenix is too freaked out to listen. It wasn't just embarrassment on his face; it was a deeper, primal shame that I’ve never seen.
    

    
      I feel kinda stupid as I watch him trot away in panicked silence while I’m naked and apologetic, left here with my daughter, who has questions she can’t ask and I wouldn’t answer. I understand where he is coming from too, and a sense of unease begins to prod at my mind as I watch him shuffle out of here, mortified and gone from sight. How could I explain my actions to Fenix and convince him I’m in love with him and Faye will not remember this?
    

  
    
      Chapter 19: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I start up my car and of course it has to be my louder vehicle, echoing down the entire complex as the world is still asleep. Even at idle speed, my sports car screams a loud goodbye to this apartment complex—a place I will never see again. I pull out and feel the breeze on the back of my neck. NO!!
    

    
      I left my hat at Jessica’s, and there’s no going back. I’ve never said fuck so many times in my life on repeat, but that’s exactly what I’ve done as I drove onto base more than an hour earlier than I was supposed to. The baby looked right into my eyes, and it struck me deep: they were Chad’s blue eyes. I didn’t know what to do but run before I puked from nausea, controlling myself as best I could from violently shaking. I’ve never panicked this intensely from guilt because it’s sick: I’m that sick. The vision seared into my mind is of her, my cum still on her back, casually scooping up her baby as if nothing was wrong. I need a way out of this, and to erase from my mind the memory of Jessica. Everything became too real too fast.
    

    
      I park at the barracks parking lot and give Brown a good morning text as I assume he just woke up. He replies immediately and says he’s already ready, and I see him chipperly come at my car with a guiltless smile as I force myself to think of only him. I asked all the questions I could as I drove him to the squadron early. I knew I'd likely see Marshall at some point, and while I wanted to avoid him, I also knew I'd have to offer a courtesy congratulations on his new assignment. As Brown told stories about his girlfriend, talking about what they are going to do when she arrives, I smiled and nodded, all the while reeling from the angst of what I did this morning, and him, completely unaware of my dilemma just moments ago.
    

    
      I park and we exit the 
      car. I
       show Brown our hangar and he talks about the similarities of the other squadrons. He is in love with the weather and scenery already, looking out past the squadron into the Kaneohe Bay outside the hangar.
    

    
      I show him around the shop and tell him to chill here until the others make it. He begins talking about last night’s shindig at Tracie’s house, he asks, “You ever hook up with any of those girls yet at Tracie’s?”
    

    
      “Nah. If anything, it’s kinda forbidden. I don’t want Tracie to think I was there to pick up any of the ladies. They expect me to be more of a protector rather than a horn dog.”
    

    
      “Okay, I feel ya,” he nods in agreement to what I do for Tracie and the girls. “But which one would you fuck?” he repeatedly raises his eyebrows.
    

    
      “None of them.” I answer plain as day and Brown puffs up his lips and cranks his head back in disbelief. “No, really. I don’t wanna bang any of them. Besides, I already got my action - very recently actually.”
    

    
      Brown smiles at me. “Yeah? My man.” I nod and he continues, “Yo, when my girl comes here —” he leans in a bit and confesses, “her and I gonna fuck all of this squadron.”
    

    
      “What?” I ponder his meaning as he might be literally wanting to do it.
    

    
      “Yeah man, that’s our kink. From squadron 41 to 49, we banged in all those hangars, and all the random shops during the nights she came from the east. Fucked in each AW shop, and even a few of the Captain’s and XO’s offices,” he confesses with the biggest grin. I can tell he is completely serious and I offer him his props. The best part of his story was its honesty. It was genuine, dirty fun, a stark contrast to the usual bullshit. I can’t explain the depths of blatant lies that come through this machismo shop, about all of them out in the clubs, landing two girls in one night, copious amounts of anal stories and slaying pussy, and never any proof of their claims or any call backs from these plethora of ladies—such convenient excuses for liars. Even worse, they essentially all hang out with each other as a large clique, and since the majority of their stories are fabricated, they’re essentially jerking themselves off, knowing nearly none of them pulled in any of the hotties they claim. But all military shops of enlisted are like this; there’s little reprieve from sexual conquests being boasted about, made up or real. “So, who do we not like in here?” Brown asks and I’m confused. “Like, whose desk should I bang my girl on?”
    

    
      I erupt in immediate laughter and stare at him, really not wanting to point, but I must, so I nod my head at Senior’s desk. Brown looks and understands his assignment, and we both bust up.
    

    
      Then he asks me, “So this girl you’re with. Am I ever going to see her?”
    

    
      “Nah.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      I take a deep breath and explain simply, “I don’t do relationships long. I kinda just let them go, but I show these girls a really good time and get a kick out of being a little filthy with the girl for a week, and we just part ways. Kinda why I don’t shit where I sleep.”
    

    
      “I feel ya. So this girl you're just banging now, you letting her go soon?”
    

    
      “As of this morning, yeah.”
    

    
      “This morning? This happened, this early?”
    

    
      “Yeah, just blew her mind one last time, and yeah, let her go.”
    

    
      “Shut the fuck up! I didn’t know you roll like that.”
    

    
      “So—what’d you do that blew her mind?” he asks, half to be a creep and half to see if my kink measures up, a leering gaze on his face.
    

    
      “Umm —” and my boasting put me in a spot, but I must back it up with a little bit, “Yeah, well, this time was my last time for her, so I got her naked, put her on her bed on her stomach, and kissed every part of her back, neck to toe, and then—I tongued her ass.”
    

    
      “NAHH! Bro, you nasty!” And we erupt. “Man, you fucking, you fucking, man” he repeats in glee and loss for words in my confession, his pearly white teeth unable to hide themselves as he stomps his feet in his chair, visualizing my face in a girl’s butt. “Wait, you said this morning!? Like, you ate ass this morning, for breakfast?” He is in disbelief and I nod, and we start rolling out our thunderous laugh.
    

    
      As we calm down, able to finally look at each other without losing ourselves to laughter, we hear the shop door open. I peer behind me and of course, it’s Marshall. I cooly offer him congratulations for obtaining his mainland orders as he comes and shakes my hand, then Brown and him formally introduce themselves. As we sit back down, Marshall asks, “So, heard you guys laughing—what happened?”
    

    
      “Oh, just Aukai eating ass this morning for breakfast,” Brown giggles and confesses, and I shoot him a sharp glare, my eyes screaming at him to shut the fuck up. He caught the signal immediately and recoiled, but I can’t blame him. I’d been an open book with him, though had no way of knowing that my book is usually sealed shut around these bozos.
    

    
      “Oh, like how you fuck sheep, or goats? I heard that was another one of your things,” Marshall goes for a supposed low blow, but only proves my point that he'd bring this nonsense up.
    

    
      “What the fuck!” Brown has one hand on his chest, taken aback. “You don’t really fuck animals?”
    

    
      I give him a 'duh' look and explain, “Bro, the shop’s fake sexual conquests get so annoying. So I just join in the bullshit and tell them, ‘Yeah, well I just banged a goat. There’s a guy that lets me rent his goat for an hour’, and add some stupid shit in the mix. That’s when they’d all be grossed out, many of ‘em leaving the room from my made up story. I did it to serve me though, in that whoever thinks that any of that gross shit I said was true, well, it’s my litmus test for intelligence and to see who is, and who isn’t. I mean, yo, it sucks that I have to resort to this tactic to make these liars shut the fuck up about what didn’t happen, so I didn’t out-brag ‘em—I’d out-disgust them. My ears are then left alone from the BS.”
    

    
      I volley my gaze back at Chad to tell him not to fuck with me.
    

    
      “So, were you really eating ass this morning or not?” Marshall asks, finding his deflection, yet I only feel he’s digging himself a deeper hole with me.
    

    
      “Wanna smell my breath?”
    

    
      “No, I’m good.” He rolls his eyes and moves to the shop's paper copier machine, stating while there, “So, was it one of those college girls who finally gave you her ass to eat?”
    

    
      Mother fucker. “Nah, she’s newly divorced and very lonely. Some girl I met on a hike. She just needed someone to make her nut a few times to feel alive again.” Marshall asked for this, and I obliged, turning and continuing my story loudly in the small room as I turn back to Brown. “So, as I was eating her beautiful ass, she was squirming and spasming. She ain’t had that done ever, and man, did she ever not know how much she needed it.”
    

    
      “But why the ass?” he cringes, sucked back into my story immediately.
    

    
      “It was clean ass, and that’s how I end these flings. I told her to clean herself, spic and span, because she was going to get dirty. This is my high note before I send her the ‘Dear Jane’ text. So I finish doing a little bit of that, then go down on her. She was too sensitive and just wanted me in her, so I vibrated my dick on her clit, not putting it in and watched her spasm more. Gave it to her deep on top of her, watched this beautiful little thing nut more, took her to her dresser, slammed her from behind while I watched us in the mirror. Then nutted all over her back.” My words were a live grenade rolled under Marshall’s standing feet, and he has no idea. The secret satisfaction of hitting my target was immense. I kept my eyes on Brown the entire time, and watched his distaste become more agreeable.
    

    
      Brown confesses with a different stance, “Alright, alright, your thing is not my thing, but I can see it turn some lonely ex-wife into a freaky freak. But then, you just leave them like that?”
    

    
      I nod with a sinister smile, and Marshall opens his mouth as I hoped. Yet, he says, “Dresser?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” I turn to him and unexpectedly catch him in a stance of not questioning my story's legitimacy, but perhaps connecting dots I don’t want him to. I add as he breaks eye contact with a ponder on his face, “What girl doesn’t have a dresser?”
    

    
      “She still living with her ex?”
    

    
      “They’re roommates. He sleeps in one room, she sleeps in the other. I don’t ask questions. I just give these types what they need for a little while, then bounce.” It flows out of me with ease, mimicking the stupid bravado that flows through all these halls, but mine is a true story that punches his unknowing and unsuspecting soul. I don’t even regret it now, as I finally see and like this callous side of me coming out. Marshall is likely getting his insults out now against people like me that he didn’t like or care for since he departs soon. A perfect miscalculation. 
    

    
      He still doesn’t understand his life is in decay no matter where he goes. Marshall just moves his head back to the paperwork he needs to process, and I turn to a very impressed Brown. “Aukai, you are one ice-cold killa,” Brown stands up, moves in, and gives me a fist bump before falling back down into his chair.
    

    
      As we continue our little bromance, Marshall slinks out of the shop and I break the small talk. “Hey Brown, just so you know, I don’t let my business be known. Like, at all. This is literally the only time I’ve mentioned my party or sex life with these guys. Alright? None of them are my friends and none of them know my friends. There are very few people that are cool enough to relax around, okay?” Brown looks at the door Marshall just walked out of and understands fully. “Not only that, ever since I got demoted, I ain’t supposed to drink and all they do is drink, so none of them are even good company for me.”
    

    
      “Ahh dude, they made you sign the alcohol waiver? Was it drunk driving?” he skips ahead to the usual case.
    

    
      “No. They called it assault, but was really self-defense. I just happened to start drinking while I tried to stop something, and it escalated quickly.”
    

    
      “Dang brah, youz one real one, huh? Shoots brah cuzzz,” he exaggerates in a horrible impression of the local dialect and gets the smile from me he aimed for. “So yeah, I was demoted too, 
      bro
      .”
    

    
      “Yeah, I never knew when was the right time to ask if you were either too stupid to pass the test or got in trouble.”
    

    
      “Bro, same here!” we bust up, confirming we weren’t retards with the scholastics of our profession, but rather emotionally retarded. “I got busted down because I stood my ground and said fuck—” the door opens and it’s Tim. We say good morning and automatically both nod at each other, knowing we will have time to exchange our stories, but now, exclusively between each other. 
    

    
      A silent understanding passed between us. I leaned back in my chair, the plastic groaning under my weight, and for the first time since I walked into this hangar, it felt like I wasn't entirely alone.
    

  
    
      Chapter 20: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I put Faye down for a nap that she desperately needed. She didn’t take one the entire time she was in the car while cruising with my parents, and this never happens. My parents, who insisted on stopping everywhere with their granddaughter, were over the moon, giving her every little treat and toy she touched. We ate four different times around the island over the eight-hour journey, and Faye was finally starting to sleep as we got dropped off at our apartment to finish packing up our gear for a week with Mom and Dad.
    

    
      I’m running around in only my shirt and panties, pausing only to stand stationary in front of a square fan. It’s a futile attempt to escape the heat; I’m still sweating. This oven I’ve endured for nearly two years, I run through a huge checklist, attempting to grab all the necessities for Faye in a single trip. I have hope radiating from my bones that I’ll never lay my head down again in this shitty apartment. I don’t know in what way I can convince Mom and Dad that I’m done with Chad, other than using my big leverage: he treated me like garbage this whole time because he thought Faye wasn’t his daughter, finding me guilty of adultery without ever asking me the question. Yet, this packing is therapeutic, flushing my body of toxins and broken shackles while refilling my soul with only better possibilities right around the corner.
    

    
      Not all things are peachy though, with Fenix still not responding to the four or so messages I sent him. And while I need him to be okay, I need my Fenix to hold off a bit longer as I sort this out. Hopefully I can contact him tomorrow. If he just hears my voice, I know we can talk this out, and what he is feeling is normal as we’ve made our relationship messy.
    

    
      As the sun begins to fade, and I finally feel the first cool breeze come through my bedroom window, I hear a message come through on my phone and it’s a surprise text from Cassie: 
      Are you available?
    

    
      I reply enthusiastically yes and my best friend from Oregon calls immediately. “Hey Jess, how are you?”
    

    
      “Doing good. Better now that you called.”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean to just call out of nowhere, but not only has it been so long, I saw you posted a few days ago that Faye is turning one!?” she gasps.
    

    
      “Yeah, I know.” I stand above the crib as I look at Faye, crashed out and perfect. “It’s happened so fast, and I don’t even know where the time went.”
    

    
      “Well, I was also calling because I don’t have your address, because I know you aren’t in college anymore. I want to send you all something special for the whole family, to commemorate your first year as a family.”
    

    
      “Yeah, family. Well, you might want to tell me what the present is now. I wanna make sure you can return it if it’s not needed.”
    

    
      “Why? Is something wrong?”
    

    
      “Yeah, a lot. Chad and I are not working out. We haven’t been. He treated me like dirt, and right now, I am packing everything I need, all Faye’s baby supplies, before heading to my parent’s place in their villa.”
    

    
      “Wait, you’re coming back to —”
    

    
      “No, not yet! They came to see their granddaughter and me, and to meet Chad. And now I gotta let them know I am done with Chad, and that Chad is also done with me. He believed until just this weekend that Faye wasn’t his baby,” I press out.
    

    
      “Wait. Why? Did you cheat on him or something?”
    

    
      My heart flutters and I think of my Fenix. “What, no. I mean—no.”
    

    
      “‘I mean, no’? Did you, or didn’t you?”
    

    
      “No,” I reiterate.
    

    
      “Okay, cool. You just sorta sounded guilty,” she giggles. 
    

    
      I feel the ring on my finger. I fiddle with it. “I sound guilty of holding hands with my gay friend in a picture. But here’s what happened. He got a DNA test to prove Faye wasn’t his, but the results confirmed she was, yet he treated me like my prison warden the entire time. It’s all been fake and now he just looks guilty and pathetic.”
    

    
      “But did he hit you?”
    

    
      “What? No. Why does that have to be the criteria to leave?”
    

    
      “Good.”
    

    
      “No, not good.” I unload everything: his atrocious behavior since he first met his daughter, the way he treated me even before deployment, the fact that his only friends are the goons from his squadron. Cassie becomes updated with my entire scenario now, and absorbs all the information in: my new look and new opportunities without Chad’s impediments. As I am notifying her, I twist the wedding band off my finger. An unfamiliar pale indent remains, a ghost of the vow. I walk to the dresser and place the ring on the corner, directly visible for Chad when he comes through to use the bathroom, day after day. He’ll understand fully that the camel’s back has been broken. A final, silent statement.
    

    
      After sounding chaotic and defensive, I finally ask Cassie about her life. She tells me about her love for law, her college friends, their adventures. I listen, feeling a familiar pang of agitation. This was the life I was supposed to have. I don’t want to, yet I’m jerky with agitation when she mentions her friends' names with joy in retelling their adventures and upcoming outings. I was supposed to have some semblance of her life, with similar joys and freedoms before I met Chad. It's only taken a few critical choices I made nearly two years ago that manifested into this slum life. I feel my handcuffs shattered upon my soul's hands as I’m closing this chapter of my life.
    

    
      Just as we were talking of an old, rehashed middle school memory, I hear Chad come through the front door. I’ve lost track of how late it is, and I wanted to be gone before he came. I whisper as low as I can, “Cassie, I’ll call you back later. Bye,” and hang up. I look over at the crib and Faye is in full sleep mode. Damn. It’ll be too much of a hassle, and I do not want to see him. I hear him make his way upstairs and I slink into my bed, facing the wall on my side, pretending to sleep. I’ll wait here for a little while and when he goes back downstairs, drinks a beer and pops his pill, I’ll finish packing and leave once Chad passes out on his couch.
    

    
      Chad opens the door and surprisingly nudges my bed. I hear him exhaling only. Each time, his exhales get louder. I still pretend not to hear him beside me, but his breathing is audible and I sense he is nudging my bed harder. What is he doing? It’s almost been far too long to pretend to be still sleeping, so I pretend to wake up slightly and see Chad’s silhouette, looking directly at me in his flight suit. I ask, “Did you need something?,” in a soft, raspy, awoken voice.
    

    
      Chad comes over to me and my warm, moist skin turns into a chill. He rolls me onto my stomach with a mechanical roughness, tears down my panties and while holding me down, he spreads my butt and sticks his tongue in.
    

  
    
      Chapter 21: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Brown, Pewter and I have gotten a good jump on the day. The first week is all about paperwork and introductions to each shop and being processed for all new flight and safety gear. Lt. Jackson informed us after our daily muster and flight line sweep that we were all on call for today to meet our crew, and to stay local so that he can compile the entire deployment group—maintainers, pilots, and us aircrewmen—to meet and make the roster official.
    

    
      We all chill out in the AW shop, and it feels like the first normal day I’ve had since my demotion. There’s coffee brewing, sea stories being told, and the usual mix of computer work, studying, prepping for the day’s flights and planning for the next shindig in the coming weekend. For the first time in a long time, I found myself in the flow of it all. I kept my silence with Brown near me, and everyone wanted to get to know the new guy. Anyone could see that his story was impressive and he was charismatic to all who met him.
    

    
      I get a text and it’s from Jessica: 
      Please call me if you can, it’s important.
    

    
      My adrenaline pumps, thinking the worst, but I instantly realize that I see Marshall in the shop with us, and he showed no animosity this entire time. I believe at least he doesn’t know I left my hat. I stare at the text, exhale in defeat, understanding that this is the conversation to end this toxic connection, and it’s finally happening.
    

    
      I text her that I’ll call, inform Brown I’m taking a quick call, and head downstairs to one of the hangar’s back exits. I avoid the smoker’s spot to make sure no one can hear me as I walk to the chainlink fence that separates the road from our flightline. I call, and she answers.
    

    
      “Hey you. I… Good morning,” Jessica says in a very shy tone.
    

    
      “Good morning to you too.”
    

    
      “So, to make this quick, I just need to know,” she pauses for a long time, and squeaks out, “Did you tell Chad about what we did yesterday morning?”
    

    
      Oh shit. He opened his mouth! And now it’s being thrown back in my face. Why’d he tell her? Fucker. “Why would I tell Chad what we did yesterday? Did he tell you something?” I push the ball back into her court. I don’t want to lie, but something in her tone sounds guilty.
    

    
      “It’s just that, he did… what you did.”
    

    
      “What I did?”
    

    
      “Yeah, like last night, he held me down, put his tongue in my, you know,” her tone embarrassed as my head tilts in revelation. “And then after that, he did all the other things we did. Even what we did with the dresser,” she confides.
    

    
      “So wait, you had sex with him?” My heart hardens and I stand straight, knowing this is how we depart.
    

    
      After a long pause, she finally answers, ashamed, “Well, he is my husband.” And there it was. This is my out—a clean break. Her words made it clear: I was just a temporary fix she needed before she went back to cuddling with her real man that pays for her meals.
    

    
      A frigid, chaotic calm settles over me as she makes very clear what we are to each other.Just as I explained to Marshall. ‘Hit it and quit it’, the wise ones say. I reply, “You’re right. He is your husband. Please, dispose of my cover in the trash can; I have a spare. I’m sorry to have inconvenienced you, Mrs. Marshall. Good day, ma’am.”
    

    
      I hang up, showing Jessica finally how I should have talked to her all along: as AW2 Marshall’s wife. 
    

    
      The shallow anger of betrayal quickly transforms into profound relief. Walking back into the squadron, the weight of Jessica is gone and I feel a giddy freedom stirred up within me. The sterile hangar feels less oppressive than ever—this could not have gone better, and I find solace in the fact that AW2 Marshall and his wife will be gone soon to San Diego. All this heartache that was pending from all sides has reconciled itself, and there’s no need to be embarrassed any further. I trot with a smile on my face, knowing that far better days were here. As I walk into the AW shop and reclaim my chair to lounge in, my phone begins to ring. 
      Please don’t be her
       — and it’s not, but a local 808 number. I assume that it’s likely a marketer, so I set up a fun prank in my head and answer it, hoping it’s an unsuspecting telemarketer.
    

    
      “Hello, is this Fenix Aukai?”
    

    
      I scoff with disbelief, selling the blatant lie I'm about to spin. “Girl, I know you have needs, but I’m at work, and this is getting inappropriate.” I state this and look directly at Brown, who’s shocked at my statement. The whole shop went silent, listening in. I burst out laughing, and they can tell it’s a prank.
    

    
      “Hello, are you there?” the confused lady asks as we chuckle on.
    

    
      “Yes,” I respond professionally now. “How can I help you, ma’am.”
    

    
      “Well, first, is this Fenix Aukai I’m speaking with?” She sounds professional.
    

    
      “Yes. That is me. How can I help you.”
    

    
      “Mr. Aukai, my name is Patty, calling from Adventist Health Castle in Kailua. I regret to inform you that your mother was admitted—she's had a heart attack and is being prepped for surgery. You're listed as her emergency contact. Do you know how to get to the hospital?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Please come if you are able to. Sorry to have to tell you this.”
    

    
      “Thank you. Bye.”
    

    
      We both hung up. A cold numbness spreads from the split in my brain, my mind suddenly feeling disconnected from my body. “Aukai, you okay?” Brown checks in on me, my mouth open and his question hanging in the air. I shook my head to answer him, unable to form words, and ran out the door.
    

  
    
      Chapter 22: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      He is my husband!
       I screech in my head again as I offload the last of the bags from the car, everything needed for our week-long stay here with my parents, to enjoy their villa as a family. I want to absorb this blessing, but am still completely shaken. I don't even bother taking my bags to my room or unpacking. I just drop them. I told them I needed a moment alone, and they took Faye away to entertain her.
    

    
      I grab only my sun hat, walking cautiously through the sand and grass of the backyard, which is seamlessly connected to the pristine beach of dreams, Kailua. A marvel, and sparsely occupied for a working weekday. I sit in one of the lounge chairs at the edge of the property and lie back to ponder as beachgoers criss-cross a scene that belongs on a screensaver.
    

    
      Yet, I keep sighing in thoughts that couldn’t be possible as the crashing waves become muted as I continue to think deeply. If Fenix didn't tell him, how did Chad know? It was a play-by-play performance, as if Fenix himself had directed it. I was in such shock, and for a moment almost believed it must have been Fenix come back, but no. I felt like I was losing my mind, caught in a sickening déjà vu, unable to respond. I felt unresponsive, and he felt clumsy, then after Chad finished inside me from behind while I clutched to my dresser, he started confessing his apologies, completely from out of nowhere. All he repeated all night was that he was sorry, begging me not to leave him and not to separate him from Faye. He said he had no one else and confessed how fucked up his issues were. I wanted to ask more questions, but I was simply nodding my head, waiting as Chad admitted he fucked up and that he wishes he wasn’t turning out to be like his family, the family he never speaks of.
    

    
      But Chad never confessed to the only thing that made sense: that he and Fenix had talked. And now, to Fenix, I'm the one who still fucks Chad, and who chased Fenix away by stating he is my husband! 
    

    
      I heard it in his voice: Fenix cut me off. This is all a big misunderstanding, and my mouth betrayed my future with him. My words were just a reflex, the product of two years spent living a lie. They spilled out at the worst possible moment—a pathetic defense against something I never wanted. I can only hope to repair this somehow, especially with the thought of those being my last words that Fenix hears from my mouth. I’m so unsettled at how I found myself mesmerized by the absolute absurd coincidence of Chad’s sexual apology.
    

    
      I texted my mom last night after Chad had his way with me, saying I was staying at the apartment for Faye’s sake
       one more night, then Chad crawled into bed with me after his shower and slept next to me for the first time since he came back from his deployment, repeating he was truly sorry. I thought I’d never fall asleep as he drifted off beside me, but I did, and I woke up alone, not even hearing Chad leave, only waking because Faye stirred at dawn.
    

    
      He is my husband…
       I jab myself again for being such a nitwit. I’ve fallen backwards into Chad’s grip again, and I need to leave him once and for all. What could I even say to Chad though afterwards? He’d praised my shaved legs and new hairstyle, assuming I’d done it all for him, to 'fix our relationship.' The thought makes my skin crawl. Yuck. 
    

    
      After an hour out in the sun with no solutions to all my ponderings, I feel the need to make my way into the house to check in on Faye.
    

    
      As I enter and close the sliding glass door, I hear Chad walk in through the front. He waltzes over to my dad.
    

    
      Dad says, “Oh, well, what a welcome surprise!”
    

    
      “Yeah, I just happened to be in the area and thought I’d drop by.”
    

    
      “But I thought you had to be on base this whole week, close to your schedule.”
    

    
      Chad smiles and says, “Usually that’s true. But the only bird that needs a functional check isn’t even going to be ready for the next couple of days, maybe even for the entire week. So I got some leeway today. Plus, I had to drop off a hat for Aukai,” Chad says, looking right at me. My heart jumps. Did he find Fenix’s hat in my dresser drawer?
    

    
      “His hat?” I ask, and Chad doesn’t appear upset at all, but rather concerned.
    

    
      “Yeah. His Mom just had a heart attack. He’s at Castle Hospital waiting on the news, and she’s being prepped for surgery. So yeah, that sucks.”
    

    
      I scoff. I’ve heard him lie before. Is he trying to get a rise out of me? “So, let me get this straight. You gave Fenix his hat in the hospital? What does that mean?” I press, and my brain fries.
    

    
      “Aukai ran out after he got a call. No one knew where or why he ran out until twenty minutes later, when the new guy on his deployment got a text that he was at the hospital. We at the shop realized he left his hat, and I was the only one who was free enough to give it to him and relay the message that the shop sends their best.”
    

    
      Chad seems sincere, not lying, and all I have is more questions.
    

    
      “Goodness, I hope the young man is okay,” Dad says, and Chad merely shrugs.
    

    
      I feel my eyes well up. An immediate, full tear drops from my left eye followed by my other, cascading down my face and shirt. 
      His mother? Left alone at the hospital?
       I can’t hold it together, and my dad and Chad look at me, half bewildered. Dad comes to me and offers me a hug. I fall into him and hold him tight, letting out a couple of crying spasms as he holds me and sways. “Is everything okay?”
    

    
      I simply nod, and Chad adds, “Are you crying because of Aukai?”
    

    
      A hot rage builds in my jaw, ready to spew hellfire on Chad. “Yes,” I replied. “He’s one of the greatest guys I know.”
    

    
      “Well, I mean—that’s kind of a low bar you’re setting.”
    

    
      And he asked for it.
    

    
      “What the fuck do you know!?” I belch out, and I hear my mom has caught wind of my barely restrained rage. “You know nothing about him! He takes care of his mom, provides her with a home, and his sister and her disabled son. He works tirelessly while being berated by you and others, while you spread rumors about him having sex with animals—” I stop as Mom enters the large living space with a curious face matching Faye’s.
    

    
      “So, you know this man well?” Dad asks.
    

    
      I nod and further explain, “He is a guy who encouraged me to run, to be a gym partner when I needed motivation, and he’s shy because he’s always seen as—” and the tears start again, hot and unstoppable. I can't finish. I can only stand there, choking on the words, as my parents and my husband stare at me—three deer caught in the headlights of a truth they were never meant to see.
    

  
    
      Chapter 23: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Marshall walks through the front, automatic sliding doors of the hospital and immediately sees me. I tilt my head back down at my hands as his footsteps echo in the large, circular waiting room. His boots come into my view as he stops and hands me a cover.
    

    
      “You forgot this,” his empathetic voice rings out as my heart gives in. He hands me the second hat I've forgotten this week. I wish it had been the first one, delivered with the rage I deserved. I look up at him, the messenger I merit, and bow my head in thanks.
    

    
      I take my cover from Marshall, who then sits right next to me. “So, your mom had a heart attack, huh? Have you seen her yet?” he asks.
    

    
      I shake my head.
    

    
      “So are you just going to wait here until they’re done?”
    

    
      I shrug.
    

    
      “Okay.” He takes the hint that I am not in the talking mood. “Just know, we’re all waiting for the word. Let Tim know any updates when they come, no matter the time. Those were his words.”
    

    
      I nod. I get another text from someone as my phone audibly vibrates for us to hear. He waits for me to answer it, but I haven’t answered any.
    

    
      “Well, uh,” he fidgets and says, “Good luck.”
    

    
      I nod. Marshall gives a big exhale as he stands up and makes his exit from such a heavy ordeal, heading to the very doors he came from—a living tool of my sadistic reality, sent to punch me when I'm already down. He's an avatar of a cruelty he can't even imagine. Marshall stops for a quick second, looking like he forgot to tell me something, then shakes his head and keeps walking. And yet, he stops again for a longer pause. Yet, he continues walking out the door. What was he going to say? Was he going to ask about Jessica? Did he see something in my eyes? Or was he just another normal person who didn't know what to say in the face of death?
    

    
      My gaze falls back to my hands, clutching the hat Marshall returned. The fabric is still warm from his. I again wish it were the other one, delivered with his fist, making my face even uglier. I shove the cover into my flight suit's bottom storage pocket, as if I can push the thought of him away with it, but I'm left staring at my hands as I was before Marshall came. 
    

    
      These hands. They have done so much, gotten me to where I am. They’ve held Jessica, punched walls and operated automatically to do their best in whatever they’ve been set to accomplish. Yet for all they’ve done, I have always seen my mother's hands in my own. We share them—a nearly perfect matching set, a shared identity connecting me to the woman now in surgery.
    

    
      …
    

    
      This waiting room is a place of unsettling noises: the quiet squeak of nurses' shoes, the distant, rhythmic beep of a heart monitor, the low murmur of hushed conversations, the rustle of a magazine page turning. Every time the new lady at the front desk raises her voice, a jolt of hope and dread shoots through me. “Is there a Becky?” I’m left back in my thoughts as a woman named Becky goes to the nurse. I believe I have no more questions—only answers I don't have, and may never get, depending on what the nurse says about Mom’s diagnosis, or news of her death.
    

    
      The sun went down about an hour ago, and I haven’t received a text on my phone for nearly thirty minutes. I suppose I’ll look at them, as there’s been a lot of nothing. I see a flood of messages from Jessica, but I skip past them, scanning the texts from random area codes—most from the squadron. All are wishing me the best, with their names attached. My mom’s condition was likely the talk of the squadron today. Even Lt. Jackson sent a more heartfelt apology than I expected, repeating the sentiment that I should take as much time as needed to care for her. I also missed the meet-and-greet for our upcoming deployment, the least of anyone’s worries.
    

    
      As I scan the last bit of texts and put my phone away, it vibrates to life. It’s Jessica again, pleading for me to please call her when I can, saying that her heart hurts for me and that she is literally crying in pain not knowing how I am doing. It’s obvious Chad told her, and it must have been right away because all of her texts came in rapid fashion at the beginning of my wait, while a stream trickled in from the others. The long wait begins to feel like a good sign. I allow myself a sliver of confidence; surely, if the news were bad, it would have come sooner.
    

    
      “Is there a Fenix?” the nurse calls, and I head straight to her. “You’re to follow that nurse right there, and he will take you to your mom.”
    

    
      My heart finally becomes light, but I still need proof. I drift toward a man who is holding open the door, and I follow him intently, passing open doors left and right as he explains how the procedure went with his medical jargon and that Mom was just waking up from anesthesia. As we walk, he stops and points to the open door to our right. I turn in, and the world stops. It's her, but not her. Her skin, normally a warm brown, is a pale, colorless gray. She is a tangle of tubes and wires, a frail, skin-draped body swallowed by the machinery keeping her alive.
    

    
      My body begins crumpling as I move to her. I fall to my knees, already in tears, and lightly touch her barely alive body, putting my head near her hip. “I love you, Mom. I love you,” I say out loud.
    

    
      “I know. I love you too, boy.”
    

  
    
      Chapter 24: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I sent Fenix another text just now as it’s getting late, but I can’t control myself out here in the dark. I can tell Mom and Dad are worried, but for now, they've chalked it up to my intense empathy for a friend whose life has been so bleak. I became even more of a mess the moment I realized a sudden emergency could happen to Mom and Dad. And so, they’ve all left me to myself out here, where the cool summer breeze still made me come in once for my sweats and hoodie. I’ve been needing space. Mom and Dad know this.
    

    
      Unfortunately, I haven’t even begun to process the amount of anger I have for Chad, barging into our lives again with his apologetic theater, but showing no change in his attitude or empathy, still ridiculing all others as losers, and yet, hanging out with the real losers to make himself appear palatable. There’s so much anxiety piling onto my life, and I've stayed away from Faye and the family for most of the day when I was supposed to finally be fully enjoying my time in luxury on this island. It’s nearing ten at night and I’m coming to the conclusion that Fenix will not reply to me. As I kick my legs off the lounge chair, I hear Faye beginning to cry again from inside the house. She is definitely cranky and not used to her grandparents trying to put her to sleep, and Mom and Dad have been doing more than enough for the day.
    

    
      I slide the door open, feeling the calm air of the living room and the profoundness of Faye’s agitation as I make my way to her to comfort her. A message comes from my phone and my entire body is filled with hope and anticipation. It’s Fenix. The message is short, brutal in its simplicity: 
      Thank you for your kind words. My mom is alive. I gotta go to bed.
    

    
      I reply back automatically and go back outside to the chilly, salty breeze. My shadow is cast from the bright spotlight that turns on automatically, showing me fully distressed as I plead with Fenix. I need to hug him. I plead with each text. I need to know he will be okay, that he will remain resilient and hopeful. I need to tell him I have no feelings for Chad in that way, that it was a big misunderstanding and that I will make it right. I need so many things, and in this state of mind, I can do nothing.
    

    
      The few minutes I spent begging, on the verge of ripping my hair out, felt like an eternity. I don’t even wait for his texts and bombard him with "I love yous" and pleas.
    

    
      He finally says okay.
    

    
      I immediately told him the address of the beach house. The directions are easy: third house from the end of the bridge where Kailua Road leads into Lanikai. I text him to meet me at the empty plot of land just before the beach parking. It’s a barren strip, as if a house was torn down and is waiting to be rebuilt—a perfect, dark space for me to hold him. I just need to make sure he isn’t as hurt as I am imagining he is.
    

    
      Fenix never really mentioned his mom or sister in a good light, which is why he never talked about them, but still I know he takes care of their needs financially.
    

    
      Fenix gives me a text and says he’ll see me in five minutes. Perfect. I hear the sliding door open and I push my phone to my ear to pretend I’m talking on it. I glance inside and see Dad standing there, just about to step outside and check on me.
    

    
      “Is everything okay?” I nod. He says, “Faye is ready for bed. I think her teething is giving her a slight fever.”
    

    
      “I just got on the phone with Fenix. I’ll be right in. Her baby pain and fever meds are in the purple bag, Dad,” and he nods and leaves, while I inwardly scream in agony. Still pretending to be on the phone, I slip out past the property lights and onto the sand. I walk slowly toward our meeting spot, a definite time limit now hanging over my head. My dad and mom are already wondering how much longer I’ll be staying by myself outside and away from their comforts.
    

    
      I waltz into the darkness of the large plot of untrimmed grass on someone’s property and wait, in agony as each second brings another uncertainty of who needs me more and who doesn’t. I stand at the end of the road, next to the now-blocked parking for the beach. Within minutes that ticked by too slowly, I finally hear a different type of car, a rumbling that sounds like his sports car. It is Fenix. I wave his vehicle’s lights to come my way and into the grassy field. As he approaches close enough, I make my way to his driver's side to see my Fenix with my own eyes, blinded slightly from his headlights. His face, illuminated by the dashboard lights, is puffy and broken and his hands attempting to hide his face. I don't hesitate. I swing open the car door and climb onto his lap. His entire face and neck wet from sobbing. I frantically keep wiping away his tears and try to force eye contact with the man I love, but he refuses to look at me. I bury my face into his, repeating only, “What can I do?” and needing his direction. I'm trying to smother him with my embrace when I realize what I'm sitting on. It's Fenix—and he’s hard.
    

    
      I must fix this. The words weren't working, the hugs weren't landing. All I had left was this—the one thing between us that had felt real and unbroken. Maybe I could use my body to remind him of what we have, to anchor him back to me. 
      I do what I must and take control, hopping off of him and grasping his left arm with both of mine. “Get out. Get out of the car now.”
    

    
      “No,” he finally responds.
    

    
      “Yes. Now. Get out,” I pull him.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Just get out here,” I say as I throw all my body weight back, bringing out a reluctant Fenix who unstraps his seat belt and looks exhausted as he exits. I continually drag him a few more feet to the front of his car, unzip his flight suit all the way down and grab his still-erect cock.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” he asks, just standing there, defeated and surprisingly hard as a rock.
    

    
      “Inside me. Now,” I instruct my confused man.
    

    
      “What? No. I don’t—”
    

    
      “Fenix!” I interrupt. “Now.” I pull down my sweats and panties, turn around and place my hands on his hood. “Please—just please. It’ll make you feel better, babe,” I beseech my Fenix, and after a few seconds of waiting, he gives in with a weary compliance and I feel him slide inside me a bit. He grabs onto my hips lightly and starts slowly working his way into me. As I feel him go deeper and deeper, I try not to enjoy it, wanting this to be only for Fenix’s release as I focus on the crashing of the waves in the dark. He then gets a good rhythm going and I do my best to subdue any moan of pleasure, biting my lips. Then he begins pummelling me from behind, my entire body vibrating from his impaling me on his car’s warm hood. In the silence of his engine’s crackling heat and of our bodies clapping together, I hear him moan with a final thrust. He keeps his pulsing cock in me, as I clench with unwanted moments of ecstasy myself.
    

    
      He immediately pulls out and I feel his cum sliding down my thighs as I quickly pull up my panties and sweat pants, feeling the sticky mess against my clothing. 
      I turn towards him immediately and apologize as I collapse into him, my words tumbling out as I see my grand gesture had done nothing to dispel the brokenness in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I have to go. I’m sorry, but I have to go. I’ve done all I can for now. I’ll text you. I’m sorry. I love you,” and I let him go.
    

    
      I start moving away from him and feel the chill immediately. Now I am unable to even look at him. I rush toward my daughter, my mother, my father—and away from the man I love, the man I promised to help but couldn't.
    

  
    
      Chapter 25: His Side
    

    
      Her legs are kicked up on my dash, under the big banyan tree, a fresh pout on her face. “Dude, shut the fuck up. I ain’t no Navajo.”
    

    
      “It is what it is. You and Brandon hooked up from a barracks party, you earned the title,” I say, rubbing it in, calming myself from laughter. She’s been unaware of the stereotype, the play on words: Navy Hoe. It’s the label for the girls who find husbands in the barracks, chasing the promise of double the money, free housing including all utilities, plus medical and dental. It was a common enough story, and I delighted in telling her she was the Navy’s version of a gold digger who’d cashed in her chips for a nugget.
    

    
      Tracie accompanied me to the hospital, insisting she come with me after I told her why I had more time off than usual. After hearing the details, she was full of apologies and condolences, but had no need to be melancholy. She keeps tending to my needs, and it isn’t the usual ‘chill’ tone between us anymore, all because of her need to coddle me over my supposed grief for my mom’s condition. She’s become caring in a soothing way that makes us more than buddies, so while it’s nice, this outpouring is so foreign. 
    

    
      It’s been four days, but it only took one day for me to realize nothing had changed with Mom. I showed up at the hospital that next morning, ready to talk about our barriers, to see if she was willing to change. Her vibe was a dismissive shrug, an unspoken ‘Ahh, too old to change.’ I could see she was still eager to be an embarrassment, complaining about the free orange juice, the stupid news channel that was on, and all the gossip from her personal life, blaring out so everyone couldn’t tune out. How did she manage to survive a near-death experience and still believe this was the way to act? Even death couldn’t humble her, and I feel so duped for saying I love her and believing her when she said it back. Aren’t we all just fake then? Every woman I tell I love ends up being so detrimental to my health.
    

    
      I turn to look at Tracie, her face looking out the car and already, her mind is somewhere else, not upset about her military-issued official title just a moment ago. I wonder if she is just another girl who will hurt me and want forgiveness, or cast me aside when her chips are down.
    

    
      My phone rings. We both know it’s my mom. I start the car before I even answer. “Yeah, we are coming around.”
    

    
      “Kay—we?” she catches on.
    

    
      “Yeah, see you in a moment,” I say, avoiding an explanation, and hang up. As I swerve through the parking lot to see her being escorted out in a wheelchair, Tracie is ready to get out. I stop in the roundabout and she introduces herself as Mom does the same. I watch Tracie and the nurse help my mom up. Then Mom gets in the front, and Tracie plops in the back.
    

    
      “Ey boy, dis da kine girl you stay wit overnight?” she asks and points back at Tracie. I nod. Mom twists in her seat to face Tracie and says, “So, what, youz just frens?”
    

    
      Tracie nods and Mom says, “Kay den.” Guess she got that out of the way.
    

    
      As I pull out, Tracie says, “I’m married. Husband’s name is Brandon. Also a sailor.”
    

    
      Mom’s face shows concern again. “He deployed?”
    

    
      “Yes ma’am,” Tracie says, and I can see she already gets my mom’s angle, insinuating we are more. Hopefully, she now sees why I wanted to avoid her meeting my mother.
    

    
      “I dunno, jus no need drama in my life, yea, after dis heart attack,” Mom says, and I can barely contain my laughter at such a statement. “But Fenix, he not one horn dog, ya know—not like da kine, his fata.”
    

    
      I shake my head again, like clockwork. 
      He is a cheater, he’s cheap, he abandoned me
      —the same three stories she repeats to anyone who meets me. The story that I come from a loser, and that somehow, she is the winner in this game of life.
    

    
      Before she can go into any details, I pry, “Yes. Yes, we all know. My dad wasn’t a dad and he sucks. But let me ask you this—was there anything good about him? Surely there must’ve been something good. Was he fun? Funny? Anything?”
    

    
      Mom pauses. Tracie leans in, and I sit up straighter, desperate to hear something positive. Mom gets uncomfortable, unable to find one instance where she was happy because of this man. She sent me to live with him when I was young, so he must have had 
      some
       redeeming quality. I just hope it doesn’t all boil down to me looking a lot like the man she hates through and through.
    

    
      “Yea—Yea, got one good story bout your fata.” I perk up, hopeful Mom won’t say something stupid. “One time, I try fo put on my make up before we go out, yea, and he whip his dick out.”
    

    
      I fell for it again, believing she’d change. I loudly keep yelling “Stop!” at Mom before she embarrasses us further, while Tracie bursts into laughter.
    

    
      “No, no, no,” Tracie chimes in with enthusiasm. “Please, I wanna hear the story.”
    

    
      I stare at Tracie through the rearview mirror and plead with my eyes for her to shut it.
    

    
      “Fenix one prude, yea? Neva know how fo have fun,” she continues. “Anyways, I try for put on my make up, and Fenix dad gon whip his dick out and—”
    

    
      “Please!” I plead.
    

    
      “What?” Mom acts stupid, as if she doesn't know why I’m pleading. “I thought you want one good story, yea? Dis one funny story.”
    

    
      I shake my head with my jaw clenched, defeated. It’s already over. She is intent only on doing more damage. Tracie now gets to see, in full view, the trash I come from, the people I was partially raised by. I shrug, giving Mom the signal to do whatever the fuck she wants, as usual. She takes her queue while I watch Tracie in the rear view mirror as I drive along the shore. 
    

    
      “Kay den. So dis faka, he’s got it out yea, then says ‘suck it’. So yea, I’m giving him some prime head, den he pop his dick out my mouf, and cum all over my face. Brah! And he got one stupid face when he cum, yea.” While Mom displays her trashy, shameless self, Tracie has her hand over her mouth, half horrified and half amused while Mom cackles. “So after he’s pau, I stand up, look in da mirra, and see it like lotion, all ova my face. He looking at me, like I’m crazy cuz I just standin there, den I tell him ‘I heard dis cum good for your skin’ and I start rubbing it in.” Tracie can’t help herself and laughs, which brings Mom into a jolly mood. “Oh his face. So funny. I almost die laughing yea, and den I go ‘come give me one kiss.’”
    

    
      Tracie’s face slowly turned from excitement to a forced smile as Mom went on with her demented story as the amusement drained away. 
      But she and I asked for it, didn't we? 
      I keep quiet for the rest of the car ride, a mix of hostility and suffering. My mother is instantly able to turn my blood into a frozen boil, and each laugh from Tracie at my mom’s crude stories—one after the other for thirty minutes—hurt me. Her whole life on this island, and every corner has some story that is juvenile, sad, or illegal.
    

    
      Once I got to the villa to drop Mom off, I was unresponsive, not even saying goodbye, intending for it to be awkward enough for her to get the hint. As I pulled out of the driveway to take Tracie home and stay with for the rest of the Saturday, she assures me, “You know, your mom is pretty funny.”
    

    
      “Would your mom ever introduce herself to me with a story like that? Or to anyone? Should any mom ever do that?” I toss at her, eliciting a head shake. “So, no. She’s not funny. She’s vulgar, and she keeps showing that she doesn’t care about me. She is the reason I stay at your house as much as I can. She’s always been like that, and she has never cared about me. I want normal for once.”
    

    
      Tracie’s ears remained open while I told her of my childhood: the orphanage, the family that almost adopted me, my life with mom and Asia, and even how I got my scar. She sat back, pity and shock marking her face as I recounted never winning in life, and when I did win, it was in vain. How everything was always just around the corner for me. I didn’t even have time to mention Diana or my work life that tried to crush me at every 
      turn
       just to change the mood of our early Saturday together.
    

    
      …
    

    
      I’m next in line, ready to school a few people in what a comeback looks like, and it’s anyone’s beer pong match. Tracie passes by me, having just been a part of a party of girls who slammed shots in the kitchen and now for the usual smoke break. “YEAH!,” the neighbor’s garage erupts from the unexpected surprise of their hospitality to the block party vibe we’ve been running.
    

    
      Macy’s husband, Jason Parks, returned from his ship’s short deployment a couple of days ago, making Tracie’s party house essentially doubled in size; Jason and Tracie share a duplex, and he has opened up his side of the connected homes for party traffic to roam into his garage with its own beer pong table set up, in addition to his backyard and living room as part of the package deal. A side-by-side duplex of parties.
    

    
      The drinks kicked in, and the torrential rain that came from nowhere was dimming the mood, and I became entranced with the amount of water pouring down the hill, gathered up but the roofs. At the bottom of Tracie and Macy’s entire open section beyond their backyards, it formed a large pool of murky, clean rainwater.
    

    
      I figured the housing’s gutters made a nice enough stream to create a usable slide, and it turns out, I was right. I turned to Tracie menacingly as she had just lit her cigarette under the yawning and easily fireman-carried her into the rain without explanation as shrieks came from her. I put her down in the rain next to me, her wondering what the hell I was doing with an irritated face, and ran to the natural grass slide on my belly thirty yards into the warm water pooled below. I didn’t have to say anything to entice her. She flicked her wasted cigarette, scrambled, and joined me. With many in attendance now aware and drunk enough, half the house joined the party in the night pond in just their underwear.
    

    
      It’s been a few hours now, and three inflatable mattresses are part of the equation. The party has swelled exponentially with strangers and acquaintances alike, hearing about the rager going on and ditching other gatherings to make it here. As I sit back, enjoying the hooting and hollering around me, sitting back in Macy’s backyard gazebo with just the three of us out of the rain while Tracie enjoys her cigarette and talks out loud about which celebrities she would murder, Jason comes from inside his house to join us. He's a wobbling mess slick with mud and grass and aims straight for Macy.
    

    
      “Babe, babe. You wanna suck it?”
    

    
      “Babe, nooo!” Macy issues him a warning, and I look at him with his glazed, red eyes smiling deviously back at her. “Don’t you dare, Jason.”
    

    
      “But if you won’t—I mean, I asked you first. So—” He pulls down his board shorts, immediately flashes his pierced penis with a green tip, and we all try to avoid looking. He points it in my direction. “Dude, you wanna suck it?”
    

    
      “NO!” I command while laughing, now knowing he is one of those legitimately insane sailors.
    

    
      “Stop it!” Macy screams.
    

    
      “Tracie?” he asks with his shrunken stub pointed at her now, but she is like me, staring half at each other and half backwards into the ceiling overhang, a laughter that’s uncontainable continuing to escape us. “Okay. Fine. I’ll ask others then.” He trots with his shorts down toward their living area.
    

    
      Macy bolts after him, hollering, “Not this again!” 
      Again?
       Jason notices her approach, shrieks, and shuffles faster towards anyone nearby in a perverted, fun panic.
    

    
      “You can’t stop me!” he yells as they storm into their house. Tracie and I roar like never before, in pain from all our senses being overloaded and unable to breathe, cramping and coughing in delight. I guess this is something that can be expected from Tracie’s neighbors from now on, or at least, every once in a while.
    

    
      “I’ve heard and seen too many dick-sucking stories for one day,” I throw out to Tracie as she is my witness.
    

    
      As I wind down, Tracie stays silent, dragging the last bits of her cigarette as I listen to the uproar, mostly snuffed out by the steady rain.
    

    
      “Hey, Fenix,” Tracie catches my attention. She stares into me like never before and states, “I want you to know, I have thought about it, and I love you more, especially knowing about the mother and sister you have. They don’t deserve you. So yeah dude, I love you.”
    

    
      I smile, my drinking heart agreeing, but I compromise as fast as I can to a response of, “I have love for you too.”
    

    
      “Good,” she smiles, then proceeds to make a slightly goofy face, tilting her hip up on one side. 
      Brrrrrrrt
      . She trumpets out a loud fart.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 26: Her Side
    

    
      “Darling, I am about to call Ben,” Mom informs me as she pulls out her cell phone. “How long has it been since you’ve called your brother?”
    

    
      An instant wave of guilt washed over me. I hadn’t talked to him in forever. Pretty much since Faye began crawling.
    

    
      “Too long,” I responded, my bad conscience as my companion.
    

    
      “Good,” Mom says, starting to dial. I hear Ben’s elated voice and my heart breaks. “Ben, hiya dear. Guess who I am next to— No, it’s a very ‘special’ girl!” Mom emphasizes special and I hear Ben scream through the phone.
    

    
      “SISTER!”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. She wants to talk to you.” Mom hands me the phone.
    

    
      “Hi Ben. How are you?”
    

    
      “Sister Jessica! Good to hear you!” he yips with his screeching, low voice. I can almost see his hands wiggling at his sides like usual.
    

    
      “You too. Ben, I heard you have a job now?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s ice cream. Remember ice cream store next to the movies? I went there and they give me a job. To make people happy. They smile. I see school kids there. Tuesdays. I work Tuesdays.”
    

    
      “Do you like it?”
    

    
      “Yes, people always nice to me,” he brags, “And give me money in our tip bucket.”
    

    
      “I am so proud of you. What abo—”
    

    
      “Sister, when are you coming home?” Ben interrupts.
    

    
      “Ohhh, I don’t know. I am coming back to the mainland in a month.” My heart swells with immediate regret for saying it out loud.
    

    
      “Yes! YES!! Auntie Jeanie, sister is coming!” Ben calls over to our aunt, who has been watching him since my parents have been here.
    

    
      “No. No Ben. I will be in California in one month, but I’ll come see you soon after. I promise.” But he doesn’t hear me.
    

    
      “One month, sister, one month she is coming,” I can overhear him still yelling to our aunt, not catching what I just said. I can’t bear to tell him it might be longer than two months, so I change the subject once he comes back to the phone.
    

    
      “Ben, remember Faye?” I ask. When I say her name, she looks up from the floor, holding her new miniature soccer ball and thinking I was calling for her.
    

    
      “Faye? Faye is a girl?” he asks.
    

    
      “Yes, your niece. Remember, you’re an uncle!”
    

    
      He realizes who I am talking about and screams, “Yes. Uncle has a niece. I am uncle with a baby.”
    

    
      “She is so beautiful, Ben. I can’t wait until you meet her.”
    

    
      “Does she know me?” Ben asks, wanting to know if she’s heard about him. He is so cute. Many things go over his head and he doesn’t fully understand she is a baby.
    

    
      “Not yet, but she will. When I come to visit, OK?”
    

    
      “You’re coming back with Mom soon? Bring my niece, because I am her uncle.”
    

    
      “I will, brother. Speaking of which, here is Mom. She would love to talk to you—Ok, so bye Ben. I promise I will call you on Sundays now that I know you work on Tuesdays.”
    

    
      “Alright, Sunday is good for me definitely. Definitely good. Bye, sister.”
    

    
      “Goodbye, Special Ben. Here’s Mom.”
    

    
      I hand the phone over to Mom and she continues to talk to Ben, and then Aunt Jeanie. It’s hard to keep his attention over the phone with his child-like outlook.
    

    
      I haven’t heard his wonderfully innocent voice in so long that I can’t believe how much I missed him. He was my best friend growing up, and my mind flooded with memories: board games, story-telling, riverwalks, the laughs and spats.
    

    
      The time when we were lying to our parents for the first time, saying I broke Dad's computer because Ben and I were chasing our hamster around Dad’s desk when we were young. We’d never seen Dad so furious. Ben was distraught because he had tripped over the computer cords, and I lied, saying it was my fault. He explained with rage to us how important his work was, and that he hadn’t saved or backed up his important files.
    

    
      Dad ended up not caring either way, but when he started to scold me harshly for admitting to the crime, Ben broke down and confessed it was all his fault. I recall us both crying like babies, both scared Dad would be furious with us for all of time, but instead he started laughing, holding us close and telling us he could never be angry at us. Then, he took me aside later after my tears were gone and told me how proud he was of me for standing up for Ben.
    

    
      Another fond memory I relive was the first time I heard some kids calling him a retard. It was at our school’s bus stop, and he was having a panic attack when a large dog got off its leash, rushing to lick him. He became terrified and started screeching, unable to control himself. Some middle school kids from my class were still hanging around the bus stop where I waited every day to walk Ben to our house. I lost it when they were laughing, calling him retarded and mocking his disability, flapping their arms across their chests, stereotyping my brother as subhuman. I became so enraged I began throwing my backpack, random stones, and nearby sticks at them until they ran away to their part of the neighborhood, and stared any of them down for years as they avoided my direction from then on.
    

    
      I always hated the words ‘stupid’ and ‘retard’—every degrading word that insulted those who couldn’t help it. From then on, for his sake, I changed our names. I insisted that Mom, Dad, and everyone else call us ‘Special Jessica’ and ‘Special Ben’.
    

    
      Those words of hate and intolerance used to belittle Ben never hurt him as he is impervious to violent or wicked thoughts, but they stuck deep inside me. The best compliment I have ever received was from Ben, when he told me he wished he had more sisters to love because of me, his first sister. He broke open my heart and filled it beyond its brim, and hearing his guiltless voice again makes me yearn for home even more.
    

    
      The sight of Faye skirting the rim of the couch pulls me from my memories, transferring my attention to the living room center table’s plastic ornament holding a faux plant she’s been attempting to grab from time to time. I instinctively beat her to her untouched prize, and she hollers in rebellion. I look at my baby girl, in love with helping and guiding her in the best way I can, and am unsure of who will be in our lives to 
      help 
      us both outside of my parents. I had such hopes just days ago that Fenix would be in that circle of people I can depend on, but he won’t answer my texts. The one time I tried calling late in the night, it went straight to voicemail.
    

    
      I don’t blame him. I don’t have much to offer and even come with carry-on luggage. I sit now on the couch and have pondered since sleeping here in luxury; how could I ever afford a paradise like the one my parents have without them? I’m not good at anything to make a life for us, yet I’m somehow trusted to raise a kid. And with Chad now becoming more attentive, I’ve only grown more agitated with my role: keep Faye alive, keep my husband happy. Any happiness I find though is just coincidental, not a requirement. I keep believing I can crawl out of this hole somehow, but it’s now 
      Saturday
       and I already feel like a burden to my own family this week. They are always asking what Chad is up to—I couldn’t care less, 
      and I can’t believe they actually think Chad cares about any of us. 
    

    
      As I try to quiet Faye in my arms, Dad comes from behind me, grabs a grumpy Faye whom I’m restraining from hurting herself in a fit, and starts blowing raspberries on her belly. She wails in joy and agony at once. Then he reveals in one of his hands a small handful of mini-marshmallows, and Faye’s interest changes immediately.
    

    
      “There we go. That’ll get you, huh?” he entices her, placing her on the carpet next to his leg and handing her one marshmallow at a time. “She’s just about to walk,” Dad says, looking at me with an endearing excitement for her future.
    

    
      “Any day now, she’ll walk unassisted. I heard running comes right after,” I smile at her little steps towards becoming a toddler.
    

    
      “Say dear, did you happen to talk to Chad about anything—personal? Related to him and his family? I know he’s been busy, but—” He sees I have no idea what he is talking about. “Okay. Well, just to let you know, you should take the time to hear your husband out about his family.”
    

    
      “Dad, he doesn’t talk to his family. As far as I’ve been told, he doesn’t like them. I tried asking before, but he just stays silent or says they suck. It's just his mom and his brothers, so what should I even ask?” I try to ascertain why he’d be bringing this up.
    

    
      “It’s a bit more complicated than that. It always will be when people are involved. I really think you need to ask him again. Your mom and I both do.”
    

    
      “What makes you think this time will matter?” I ask, entertaining Dad’s nonsense.
    

    
      “Jess, he opened up to us. He told us about the DNA test last week, and how he was foolish and very repentant. I see he is trying to be kind and humble, but you seem very—on edge. Even hostile to him. We’ve been watching you be distant. Why do you think we asked you to come here for the week right after we talked to Chad?” I see he can see right through me. I suppose anyone can these days. He continues, “And I can see in your head, kid. Working out a way to escape him and likely asking us to help you leave?”
    

    
      I look at him, half guilty and half ashamed, and all it took was my gaze for him to know his theory of my mind was confirmed, a spotlight on all my secret summation of my secret hopes. “I just don’t—”
    

    
      “Jessica.” Dad’s hand on my shoulder stops me. “For Faye, you need to work and not escape him. He messed up, and he wants what’s best and to move forward. No one can move forward if the other person stands still. I see it in him, he’s a good guy and he’s a hard worker with a few problems. Trust me, people come with a lot more problems, okay. And our granddaughter’s father,” he emphasizes their eternal connection, “has been very nice to us, letting you stay here while he is over there in that lonely, old apartment, away from his child and working for you three. Please, listen to him about his family next time you ask him. He really wants to make amends, but doesn’t know how to if you are—emotional.” He instructs with his tone of knowing rather than asking for me to do better, then tells me as I nod in agitated agreement, then softens his mentor tone into the one of compassion, “And Jessica, your mom and I have your best interest at heart. You might find you have more in common with Chad than you’ll ever know.”
    

    
      I roll my eyes, feeling myself crumple inside. Another gut punch. I was being asked to be complicit, to care about Chad’s reasons and needs for the 'greater good'—to stay under his dark cloud. “Fine,” I concede. I already know I’ll ask him later today after I finish packing up the spare room that housed Faye and me for the past five days. I must go back to the bed I so loathe in the hotbox, grey apartment. My hope for escape has diminished.
    

    
      I make my way to the room to pack and Dad calls for me as he feeds Faye her last marshmallow. “And Jess dear, Mom and I, we only ask that you give your husband one more good year of your best foot forward. I promise you that you’ll find happiness with him doing so. If he doesn’t improve and you’ve done your absolute best for him, including for Faye, but he reverts to his old ways, Mom and I will see what we can do. We’ve already mentioned this to Chad too. One year, both of you being your best selves, for our family. I want you to realize Chad and Faye are your family and you are responsible to each other. Forget about us. Focus on you three.”
    

    
      Mere days ago, I was free. I was on the verge of becoming abundant and resilient. Now? My own family is asking me to endure another year in prison with the warden. Dad wants me to 'work,' but he's already done the work for Chad—building him a golden alibi out of a sad backstory.
    

  
    
      Chapter 27: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom didn’t even need any help with anything. She let me know that Asia was doing all the grocery shopping and helping, also letting me know that she’s come by the place only for check-ins. Truthfully, I couldn't have cared less about Mom’s condition these past two weeks as I slowly moved half my clothes into Tracie’s home. She’s given me her downstairs living room closet for my uniforms and clothing, the downstairs full bathroom, and the large white couch where I sleep soundly—more comfortable than 
      I’ve 
      ever been.
    

    
      However, the dream life I lived with Tracie, of waking up and playing games and traveling around the island with her, had to come to an end at some point. I needed to admit my mom was getting better by making an appearance at work, but I never expected to have come back to smiles only.
    

    
      The entire squadron was strangely welcoming this morning. Everyone had heard about my mom, and I could feel them gauging my mood before approaching. 
      The handshakes were one thing, but the few hugs that were given in an embrace from unlikely maintenance guys felt strange, like putting on a jacket that belonged to someone else. It didn't fit
      . All day, I've received nothing but heartwarming looks and kind sentiments. I'm just waiting to wake up to the reality I know: a month ago, not a single soul here cared. It shouldn’t feel this natural to be this wrapped up in all the fake; yet, I am finally getting a handle on how to operate within this false state of security, a world of finicky co-workers and temporary praise. The veil has been lifted, so I just play my part, though I’m grateful as it’s probably the best working day I’ve ever had while I've been in. A rockstar, all because my mom survived a heart attack. No one was rooting for me beforehand, though it doesn’t matter. At least, not for today it doesn’t.
    

    
      Dixon is now the chilling reminder instead of me for the hangar, the current sacrifice of the shop and a harsh streak on our collective record of failures this past year—something that usually brings pleasure from the maintainers, disappointment from the officers, and expulsion from within our own quarters. He now sits where I used to, doing nothing but stewing in his thoughts. I hadn't been aware that his punishment had gone all the way to Captain's Mast, just like mine. We all expected just a Chief’s Board to straighten him out, or at max, a 14-day uniform punishment, a half month's pay—the base standard. But it feels like the highest standards are always expected of the aircrew, and with that, Dixon was also demoted to AW3. What was old news for others became news to me, and it pains me to see him having removed and hand-stitched back the ranks on all his uniforms like I had, the missing rank’s fresher fabric visibly left behind while the rest is worn out. Another noticeable thing: Now he is paraded in as Senior Chief’s newest victim, but I hope he finds joy in relaxing behind that desk in the corner and doesn't let any of this bother him, but that may never happen as Dixon has always been a go-getter.
    

    
      Brown and Pewter are working better together. It was a bit of touch-and-go for a moment with their personality clash and bad introduction, but I think they are in a flow, having gotten most of their papers and qualifications signed off and gear in place. I just followed Brown around all day waiting for him to ask a question, and I only needed to answer a few. I didn’t lift a finger and instead accepted praise for my ‘struggle’ of taking care of my ailing mother.
    

    
      Brown also seems to have made quick friends with the barracks people, declining my invitations to Tracie’s shenanigans in favor of getting to know more of the squadron’s lower-ranked, non-married girls and boys. He is finding unity rather easily among the maintainers which is rather unusual.
    

    
      The only reason I don’t live at the barracks is for claiming my mom as a dependent that can’t work and being given an extra subsidy in pay to be able to afford on-base or off-base housing. I pushed the paperwork through, essentially a promised caregiver to my mom, and the only payoff for finally doing so has been these two weeks off, and also this day of inclusion as I’ve never felt since being in the Navy.
    

    
      As we all make our way up to the AW shop to get an end-of-the-day debrief from Senior, who could arrive at any moment, Collins asks Brown out of nowhere, “So, I see your name patch. Looks like you had to remove the AW2 embroidery.” He signals the obvious modification that happens when being reduced in rank. “So what happened?”
    

    
      Ears perked up. It’s vintage Collins to ask a question not out of curiosity, but to see if he can discover some leverage in the information you give him.
    

    
      “Oh,” Brown sits up proudly. “I put a stop to some shit. Some Lt. sliding in his shade to make me out to be a slave.” Brown glances at Pewter with an intentional look.
    

    
      We collectively gave a puzzled murmur in his silence, and Brown goes on. “So check it. I was at the squadron’s Christmas ball, having a blast with all the guys. A new Lieutenant pilot instructor from 41 brought his girlfriend, but she brought like four other hotties. All of them were gorgeous, and I guess he assumed they'd stick with the officers, but they were all over me that night. And y’all know I got my girl and all, so I’m faithful. But these honeys were feeling me, and I saw that Lieutenant straight mad-dogging me the entire time. Gotta say, it only egged me on to give them the night of their lives. I wined them, I made them laugh all night, I taught them dance moves, and sent them on their way to the most expensive bars I knew—my top recommendations that they must go to for the rest of the night, on that Lieutenant’s dime of course.” Brown cracks a sinister smile. “Sure enough, this fool runs into me weeks later while I was passing him and he was talking to a student pilot. He stopped me, all rude. Like, what, bro? He says ‘you left the safety bags in the bird overnight,’ and I let him know maintenance said they were okay with it. Not protocol, but I get it. He wants to punk me. So I just ask him, ‘You want me to go get them out?’ and he says never mind, it’s needed for a flight with him that he was about to take. Cool dude, whatever, you got me.” He throws his hands up like a whacky criminal.
    

    
      Then Brown leans forward and says, “And just as I am turning away to get by this fool, he says, out loud mind you—‘ya see, you got to keep these boys in their place.’" The entire shop knew where this was going. “I looked back at him, he was all grinning, and that student pilot knew what he meant. And I heard Chief Lyon in my head saying you only get one big fuck-up in the Navy, and you can come back. Never two.”
    

    
      Now he smiles. “And I chose to fuck up right then. I walked straight up to this punk and said to his face like a man, ‘Fuck you.’ You should’ve seen his face. He asked me ‘what did you just say?’ like an idiot, and I said it louder so the other squadrons could hear: ‘Fuck. You,’” Brown states in a clear tone. No rage. No hate. Just a stance. “Guys, once he started yelling at me, ‘stand at attention’ blah blah, I just walked away laughing, went straight to Chief and cashed in my only fuck-up.” 
    

    
      Everyone in the shop was all nods and hand gestures for his epic win for a demotion. No one knowingly decides to do that. He continues, “I had just made AW2 also, and it was the very day I got this name tag patch with my updated rank. Then yep, I already knew I was going to redo my badges and shit. It was worth it though.”
    

    
      “For real? Worth it?” Collins asks, trying to sour the mood when everyone can hear Brown’s genuine retelling.
    

    
      “Definitely! Yeah, I was demoted, but I leveled up 99 in charisma. Everybody was dapping me up, and ain’t no one was ever thinking about going toe to toe with me again. All five squadrons know me. My name. My rep. My story is legendary. I know it’s still talked about and that Lt., well he won’t ever forget me. I don’t think he did very well after messing with me, but I floated through my punishment like a boss.”
    

    
      “Hell yeah, that’s what’s up,” I say, giving Brown a fist bump. With his moment of trial by fire during his demotion, he chose his moment. Mine was chosen for me.
    

    
      “Oh—never gave y’all the best part. Mother fucker was black dude!” We all hold in our laughter, but I break first, then most of us roar with his late punchline.
    

    
      As the laugh subdues, Brown looks at me again, “Speaking of which, what’s your story?,” and throws the hot potato question of the moment at me, and there’s a collective cringe from a few, mostly Collins. I get the point.
    

    
      “Well, as far as the rumor is concerned, I—like, beat up a woman and assaulted her husband who tried to protect her?” I ask the open air, reading their facial expressions, and I seem to have hit the general consensus of the story they heard. I only got this sense because of the random questions I’d gotten from the nosey people in the squadron after it happened—‘is it true’ this or that.
    

    
      “So what really happened?” someone I finally want to give the answer to asks, coming in the form of Brown.
    

    
      I happily oblige to finally lay the truth bare in front of the crowd of gossipers and wonderers. “The truth is, I was in Guam. I heard a British accent from a little man who was smoking a cigarette outside the bar. I was in the mood to know what life is like in the UK and how he found himself in Guam. As we’re chumming it up, some lady with her man walks by, and the Brit catcalls her, being disrespectful and drunk. Her man gets pissed and starts approaching the frail British dude, and he just, like, started strangling him. I jumped in to separate them, and the guy instantly says ‘Oh, you with him, huh?’ and starts swinging on me. I duck his first swing, and he swings with another right. I take a swing and duck. I feel my hit connect, and as I lift my head, he is already face-planted. I knocked him out, not even trying. I was just in defense mode.” I glanced around the room. Collins was staring at his desk while CJ was rapt in my telling.
    

    
      “Next thing, I’m trying to get this guy up off his face, see if he is okay, and as I’m going down to assess the situation, the lady comes flying at me with her little purse and starts swinging it at me a couple times and screaming. I grab her purse, try to toss it away, and she doesn’t let go and falls right on her elbow.” I clear the air with my truth and look directly at Collins, so he knows I’m better for never needing to defend myself from cretins like them who’ve judged me with only one side of the story.
    

    
      “I did the right thing. I stayed, waited for the police, and had the bouncers watch the situation. When the cops came, the Brit had already run off. I told the truth and said I was on my second beer while they lied, saying they hadn’t had a single drop of alcohol, but their irrational anger and slurred speech spoke volumes. The lady was also wailing in pain the entire time, screaming how I assaulted her when she was trying to stop me from stomping her fallen husband. According to their story, her husband came to just slow our roll with our rude behavior, and I sucker-punched him. Then, says that I started stomping his head. She came to stop me, so I picked her up and slammed her onto her elbow. That it was all me—the irrationally angry man who needed to be put in prison.” Brown shook his head slowly in disgust.
    

    
      “And guess whose story was believed?”
    

    
      “Theirs,” Brown assumes correctly.
    

    
      “And the reason why is that he was actually a Chief on a lovely vacation with his wife, and they were just mercilessly assaulted by this big, scary man. Because I was the one who admitted I drank, they chalked it up to an alcohol-related incident and that I incited violence. Their testimony against mine. I didn’t have a scratch while they had dual testimonies, stitches on him and a cast decorating his loud wife’s arm. So that’s why I’ll never drink again while in the Navy—it’s a directive.” I look intently at Brown, who immediately understands that the beer he saw me sip was to be kept quiet; that I’d essentially forfeit my right to be aircrew if caught.
    

    
      Marshall chimes in, “So, they just believed them?”
    

    
      “He was a Chief with a sliced gash on his face, either from the fall or that slice across his cheek came from my reactive punch. The lady’s cast made it look like I snapped her arm in three. They were both flown out to Hawaii to personally see me get crucified. I admitted to drinking, and they assumed I must’ve drunk eight beers while their sworn testimony was that they hadn’t had a single drop. I knew I was cooked, made all the more apparent because I went straight to Captain’s Mast, forgoing the Chief's Board and XO Mast. When the Captain read off the charges brought against me and all the officers and the accusers heard their ten-minute accusation, I simply stated, ‘That’s not true.’ That bratty lady started squirming, getting angry that I’d deny her truth with the actual truth. The Captain asked me to explain and I told him I had already written it all down on paper, and my testimony hadn’t changed. He then asked if I would like to apologize to my accusers. I said no, they are liars. For whatever reason, that wasn’t the right answer, and I was found to be the liar somehow. When I heard the Captain reading off my punishment, it was already printed in front of him. I knew I was a sacrifice to this unjust system. People always wanted me guilty of something, and apparently, two liars was all that was needed. With the visible damage that shitty couple sustained by messing with me, that was all the proof anyone needed.”
    

    
      CJ picks up on my story and asks, “Aukai, man. Why did you not tell us this is how it was?”
    

    
      I scoff and state, “None of you actually asked.” My answer was followed by silence and I let the awkwardness of this truth linger, and as it did, shame swept their collective faces. “You all just heard or listened to others. Never questioned me though. You all had questions for Dixon. And Simpson. But not me, and so Senior believed exactly what my accusers said, and I assume he told you their story only, and I didn’t have to wait long to realize none of you would ever ask me. So, yeah.” I end it, a blanket of self-disgust falling upon their collective consciousness, aside from Brown who is still grappling with the dramas of a squadron he doesn’t know yet, but is catching up quickly.
    

    
      “Aukai,” Marshall says. He has a query for me written on his face, and I feel comfortably inclined to answer him, as I’ve been able to remove the betrayal and sin from my devious deeds with his wife. He asks, “What are you doing tomorrow?”
    

    
      “Like, at night?” I ask, as it’s a work day.
    

    
      “It’s my baby’s first birthday tomorrow,” and a few guys wish him a congratulations before he continues to speak to me. “Tim and Bianca are coming, and I was wondering if you’d join us at Jessica’s parents’ beach house for my baby’s birthday. It’d mean a lot to Jessica. She really cares about you and her parents want to meet you too. So, what do you say?”
    

    
      The entire room freezes. Not just my heart and breathing, but like someone just took a snapshot of the entire world and started recording as evidence to be used for later. All eyes are on me as I lean back in my seat, taking in a wider view of everyone’s face, waiting for me to answer. 
      Jessica cares? Parents want to meet?
       
      Marshall is openly inviting me, out of the blue, in front of everyone, as a request for the girl I want to forget.
    

    
      The door opens. Senior walks in, and all heads turn to him now, as I avoid issuing my denial of Marshall’s invitation… for now.
    

  
    
      Chapter 28: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      The sketch is almost ready: a little girl on a hill, her hand reaching for a fallen star. It’s cliché, but beautiful. It's good enough to start painting, so I add the final details to the horizon. I find the perfect colors, hoping I can finish by the end of the night. This black paper notebook, these paintings—it has become my only escape, and I focus on the one person it is meant for: Fenix.
    

    
      I bought the supplies with Mom a week ago under the guise of making something special for Faye’s first birthday tomorrow. I’ve occupied myself with this project, making time for little else besides Faye and my parents. Thankfully, they’ve taken her most of the time and enjoyed doing so while I just scribble and paint the day away. Today is one of those days, and I’m in an okay mood, which is a blessing, as I’ve been drained of any desire outside of this notebook, and somehow, I’ll get this small gift to Fenix however I can.
    

    
      Usually, Chad eviscerates any willingness I have to smile. I haven’t showered, shaved, or even brushed my teeth in days, a pathetic attempt to repel him when he finds me at night. It doesn't work. We weren't having sex before my parents came, but now, emboldened by their mandate that we 'thrive,' he feels entitled to me again. He seems to believe that my passive, dead-eyed endurance while he's on top of me counts as my "best effort." I don’t even care about the sex itself anymore, but now he sleeps in the bed with me again, always placing a hand on me like old times 
      when he sleeps.
       I hate it and lie perfectly still, waiting to swat his touch away once he sleeps. It only makes me crave Fenix’s touch, a touch I know that’ll never come again.
    

    
      I still haven't asked Chad about his family, as requested. I don't want to know because, honestly, I don't care.
    

    
      Mom and Dad, once my assets and hopeful partners in escaping his tyranny, have become a hindrance and ally for the wrong person. I am biding my time, searching for another way out. Until then, I will continue working on this project for Fenix to drown out the new memories of Chad attempting to be soft with me.
    

    
      I lose track of the time
       and the front door opens, hoping it is Mom and Dad coming in with Faye, but no: it’s Chad, and I can tell by his boot steps. I stay quiet and pretend not to hear him.
    

    
      “Hey babe, you up there?” His call out grates on me.
    

    
      “Yeah, need me for something?” I stay in place and continue painting.
    

    
      “No. It’s just Aukai.” My heart stops. I hop up and rush to the door to go downstairs as he continues, “He came back in today. He says his mom is fine, but I am assuming you might know that.”
    

    
      “No,” I say in a surprised and real tone. “How is he? Or I mean, she?”
    

    
      “Uh, they are both good. Aukai—he’s been kind of misjudged by a lot of us.”
    

    
      I tilt my head towards him with a slight scowl. “Nah, you think?”
    

    
      “Okay, yeah, I get it. I deserve that. Anyways, I invited him to come to Faye’s birthday tomorrow, and figured I’d give you a heads up.”
    

    
      Fenix! Tomorrow?
       “When did you ask?”
    

    
      “Just now, before I left the squadron.”
    

    
      “So, he is coming?”
    

    
      “Umm, I’m not sure. He didn’t give an answer. Senior kind of walked in and interrupted us, and I forgot to ask him again.” Chad smirks, a perfect picture of feigned helplessness. “I just gave him the offer. I know you like him and he is a good guy, so he can come if he wants.” 
      Good guy?
    

    
      “Okay, let me get this straight. You invited him, he didn’t answer because you were interrupted, and now it’s up in the air?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Chad replies like a simpleton, closing the fridge and revealing a beer in his hand. “Why don’t you ask him? You are friends. I mean, I only really asked him because of you. You were really upset about his mom a couple weeks ago, and I figured if he didn’t have to take care of his mom tomorrow night and was free, he wouldn’t mind coming to our baby’s birthday after work.” 
      Is Chad setting me up? A prank?
       I stir and become uncomfortable. Fenix hasn’t responded to me and likely has me blocked from his phone and mind, yet Chad brings him up because he wants me to be happy? “What’s that look for?” Chad asks me directly.
    

    
      “Oh, nothing, I was just—” and it hit me. 
      Fine.
       I’ll ask what Dad wanted me to and opt to make 
      him
       uncomfortable now. “It’s just that I was wondering about your mom. Does she have anything to say about our daughter turning one?” And like a clock that broke, he pauses.
    

    
      “Why are you asking about my mom?” I see his defensive stance come as he takes a swig of beer to chase his question.
    

    
      “No reason,” I lie, and continue, “As much as I wouldn’t mind having Fenix over to take some time off from his duties to his mom, I just immediately thought about how your mom might feel with her granddaughter turning one.”
    

    
      He takes another swig and says, “Yeah well, she doesn’t know.”
    

    
      “Know what?” I press, now interested, as he takes another swig from his bottle.
    

    
      “My mom doesn’t know about Faye. She doesn’t even know I’m married. She doesn’t even know I’m in Hawaii.”
    

    
      I stand back, half shocked and half compelled to ask more, as he seems to be somewhat responsive.
    

    
      “And why is that?”
    

    
      Chad exhales, walks around the kitchen, passes by me, and sits on the couch. After a long moment, and before I could open my mouth to ask him what’s up, he says in a defeated tone, “I don’t even know where to start.”
    

    
      “Well, you told my parents something, and it moved them to consider you an okay enough person after you tortured me because you always thought I was some slut who made you raise another man’s child.” Chad looks over at me, embarrassed, and rightfully so. “So what did you tell my parents?”
    

    
      Chad scratches his head, flustered, and slams the rest of his beer, almost to gain the courage to speak. “When I was around eight, that’s when it happened. My dad,” he pauses, “he and my mom were screaming at each other while I was on the porch. I heard her say ‘Don’t you dare’ on repeat and he came out the front door and saw me. He was holding a bottle of bourbon while Mom was all tense and scared. He came straight up to me with a smile and said we were going to be best friends. That’s the night when he started drinking and being the cool dad. I truly thought he was so cool too.”
    

    
      He took a deep breath. “And we did become best friends. He took me everywhere and we did everything. I mean, everything together. Mom became known as a poor sport, a wet blanket, anything and everything to try and block us from having fun. And we really had so much fun, blowing things up, building things, including my first car at fourteen that I couldn’t technically drive yet. But on some night, he’d just stay out on the porch, always happy to see me if I was around. To my mom though, he was cold. Very cold.” I see the eight-year-old boy within him still searching for the answers to his memories.
    

    
      “He was always kind and generous with me, while he was quite stern with my twin brothers. They couldn’t stand him, and they left as soon as they got the chance when I was about ten. One went to the Army, the other to college, to become an officer in the Air Force. As the baby of the family, I suppose I was spoiled by him and didn’t mind one bit. I genuinely thought he loved me. I told him everything I’d done, everything embarrassing and heart-felt, and we did everything together to the point that I never really made any real friends, only wanting to see what cool stuff my dad was doing.” I hear his heart breaking with a rage I’ve never heard from Chad start to consume him in real time through his voice. 
    

    
      “We worked out together when I was twelve and he became such a huge influence in how I spoke. He would ridicule my mom, not just to my face, but to hers, out loud. He’d say things like, ‘When you find a woman, don’t let her get like Mom. It’s embarrassing having to show your friends your fat wife.’ or ‘Your mother used to dress so pretty. I wonder why she doesn’t anymore.’” 
      So it’s learned behavior? Cruel behavior passed down like a family heirloom?
    

    
      “For eight years, I lived a blessed life with an overly-doting mom. While she cared about school, he cared about me becoming a young, strong man with life experience, telling me never to become like him, married— that was his warning, and that that was his goal in the long run, I think. I don’t know. To be stronger than him, or something. I always knew he wasn’t happy with my mom, but I couldn’t blame him. I wasn’t into Mom at all either. She was distant, overly-protective, and restricted me from doing anything. She saw how the twins turned out and didn’t want me running away. But, I ran away faster than them both. He’d never been a bad guy to me, only providing and supporting, letting me tag along. Man, he really taught me everything.” I move in a few steps to close the distance.
    

    
      “Then, he got me and Mom a hotel for a week in California my summer after my sophomore year, and said ‘it was time for us as mom and son to bond.’ I remember Mom being melancholy the entire time. When we did something other than her sitting and eating pastries in the room, we’d go to some store to look at trinkets and stupid shit and that was so boring. I couldn’t wait to get back home and tell that man to never do that to me again.”
    

    
      Chad stops, his face turning to real anger that’s percolated. “You should’ve seen how happy he was when we arrived. He was in front of two large moving trucks with other men he’d hired, moving the things out of the house. He said to her and me, ‘Great. You get to see me leave. We are almost done here. The house was sold and our stuff was in the other truck.’ He’d sold our home while we were gone. I looked at Mom, thinking it couldn’t be real, but she didn’t look surprised, just disappointed. I ran to him, asking why. ‘Why would you do this? Are you leaving me too? What did we do?’”
    

    
      “He told me to fuck off. Like I was no one to him. Every time I asked him, I yelled louder, ‘Why, why?’ I even got in his way as he was loading up the last of the things and he simply tossed me onto the ground like I was nobody. I got so angry that I ran to grab his hidden knife in his car, and came out ready to stab him. When I came out brandishing the knife, he laughed and said, ‘What are you going to do with that?’ I ran right up to him and put it to his chest. He laughed again and looked straight at my mom, who was trying to pry me away from him. He looked at her and said, ‘Now wouldn’t that be funny. To be killed—by 
      his 
      son.’”
    

    
      Nooo! My jaw drops. I freeze, hearing his voice with a clarity that steals the air from my lungs.
    

    
      “My mom just fell to the ground crying, and I stood still. I just found out my dad wasn’t my dad.” My heart hurts. I didn’t expect that, and Chad’s face turns from anger to vulnerability as he shakes his head, attempting to shake away the tears that may come. “They all knew. My half-brothers knew. My mom knew. And come to find out, the entire town knew I was an illegitimate child of some stranger, and my mom was an unfaithful whore, who swindled her husband into believing I was his until I was eight years old. The moment he started drinking again.” I find myself shamed with every sentence that flows from him, as I asked the question I didn’t want the answer to; only offering my question as a barb, and not a peace treaty as he’s taken it.
    

    
      “We lived in an apartment as I went to work at a movie theater and as a dishwasher to help pay for rent. Mom became an office clerk, her first job ever, and she used any spare money to purchase lottery tickets to ‘win it big and make everything right.’” I empathize automatically with the plight of his mom to finally reconcile in whatever fashion she could to make amends.
    

    
      “I couldn’t take it anymore. I dropped out, got my GED, and joined the Navy to get out of my life, to forget about all of it—Mom, my brothers, and especially that man who raised me.” Chad finally lifts his gaze to me, not as a husband, but as a shipwrecked boy, waiting to see if I would be the one to finally let him drown. “I became just like him, a man who wasn’t even my dad.”
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 29: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      While Brown has been upstairs in the AW shop all day doing computer work to obtain his 100-level designation, I’ve just chilled in the PR shop with my legs kicked up in one of the PRs' chairs, watching the aircrew come and go. With all my designations ready, I merely need some sign-offs from Senior and the other higher-ups to make my flight status official again. That’s it. Paperwork that I don’t have to do anything for. It’s all on others, and I couldn’t be happier.
    

    
      As I’ve watched Pewter and others scurry, I still relax with ease, finding myself wanting to help, but not volunteering seems to pay the same. I’m walking around like an AW1 ol’ sea dog, waiting to retire, just biding my time until I’m out. I’m skirting the edge of being a quiet third wheel on this deployment, and I’m perfectly okay with that.
    

    
      Marshall and Pewter enter from the back entrance, old detachment buddies from their previous cruise, and they are laughing about something. Marshall sees me and calls for my attention, a questioning and hopeful glint in his eyes. “Aukai, did you make up your mind to come to my daughter’s birthday?”
    

    
      I shake my head in anticipation of him asking again. “Nah. Mom still requires someone to cook for her at night and make her breakfast in the morning. She’s still so weak,” I lie through my teeth, as she’s never been more potent in her personality. It felt good. Using their pity as a shield. Letting them think I'm a devoted son.
    

    
      “Ahh, that sucks,” he replies in short. “My best to your mom then.”
    

    
      I nod.
    

    
      Pewter chimes in and says to me, “Hey, you need to talk to Tim. He needs to know if you are still current on your Helo Dunker.” I ponder for a second and wonder the same, as I’m almost certainly not.
    

    
      I jump up and am about to head out to grab my logbook to check with Tim upstairs, but Pewter stops me and says, “Aukai. I think Lt. Jackson is upstairs. You mind giving him this?” He whips out $60 and hands it to me. “These are for our det patches. I got you and Brown on this, so no need to pay. I’m about to jump on a two-bag flight, won’t be landing until nearly nighttime, and Lieutenant needs the cash by tomorrow. Make sure you get it to him, okay?”
    

    
      I nod, take the cash, and hate my assignment. I haven’t seen Lt. Jackson in weeks, but it had to happen some time. There is no escaping that bastard, and I can only hope he lays off 
      the
       ridiculing 
      of
       my demotion now and just be professional, and stop smirking at me like everything is hunky-dory between us.
    

    
      I head up to my old dog house to give my updates to AW3 Lynn. As I grab my flight book, I see a very silent Dixon sitting back in my old chair. He lets me grab it, and he has the same look on his face that I did when I was first placed here. I simply smile, nod, and go. I wish I could do more to improve his attitude, but it’s not that simple.
    

    
      I waltz on over to the AW shop, where most of the AWs are just chilling while Brown is at work on the computer, doing some tedious lessons that, in my opinion, only serve to annoy rather than educate, as they all look like lesson plans from the early 90s.
    

    
      Tim immediately asks for my Helo Dunker status. I reply as I look at the front page with all the current qualifications and see that my operational status from the dunker expires this month, four years from the day I gained the qual.
    

    
      “Alright,” Tim states. “We need to assign you a flight and board to Miramar at the Marine base for your dunks.”
    

    
      “In San Diego?” I ask, confused. “We have one on base here.”
    

    
      “No, actually, that’s been broken for over two months now. I’ll get your TDS orders ready, and here,” he reaches out, “I need your book to find out what other quals you need updated.” San Diego? Of all the damn places in the world, it had to be San Diego. A fresh wave of nausea washed over me, the city's name a synonym for Diana, and now, Jessica.
    

    
      I hand him the book and as he skims, I look over at Brown and we give each other the head nod of a good morning, since we haven’t seen each other. Upon looking at him, I see his old squadron patch from San Diego and it reminds me I must still face Lt. Jackson. What a bother.
    

    
      “Tim, need me?” I ask in a way that implies I have to be somewhere else. He simply shakes his head, buried in my logbook and writing down pertinent info.
    

    
      As I exit, I say out loud, “It’s so crazy that I can’t get rid of this boner,” and turn around before I hit the door. CJ was the only one who looked at my crotch, and we both smile as I point at him and announce, “Gay!” and exit.
    

    
      “You’re dickless!” CJ screams as the door shuts behind me, and I feel even more of a seniority and belonging, like what would be the norm if I had ever been accepted from the beginning of my time here. I suppose it wasn’t until I gave up on striving to re-earn my title of Aircrewman that I started to have fun, and now Tracie has helped me monumentally in carving out a charismatic version of myself I never knew, but always wanted.
    

    
      As I head to the end of the hallway, into the grand entrance of the officers' quarters, I knock on their door and am greeted and invited in.
    

    
      Each time I enter, I’m taken aback at how their quarters look like a huge bar lounge, with a couple of officers playing pool and a few watching them, placing bets on the winner. Lt. Jackson sees me, brightens up, and says, “Petty Officer Aukai!” 
      Fucker. 
      “What are you doing up here, looking for me?”
    

    
      I simply hold out the $60 and state, “Pewter says this is for you for our patches, sir.”
    

    
      “Great, great.” Lt. Jackson comes in close and says in almost a whisper, “How’s your mom?”
    

    
      “She’s fine, recovering slowly. Taking it day by day. Nothing to report.”
    

    
      “Good. That makes me happy,” he smiles up at me, and I twitch a smirk. He then guides me back to the entrance of their luxury room. “And hey, I really enjoy knowing you are on our detachment. I specifically requested you be given flight status again and on this detachment with us. You deserve a special cruise. I’ve been on a CARAT cruise before and it truly is the good life out at sea. It’s a party without the danger, just training other militaries, and you’ll be representing America in plenty of foreign nations.” He continues on, trying to psych me up, but my brow is furrowed because I’m trying to absorb his previous statement about requesting me. He ends his exuberance about the joy I should look forward to.
    

    
      I interject with my question, “You wanted me on the cruise, sir?”
    

    
      “Yes,” he looks into me. “You’re Petty Officer Aukai.” He smiles fondly. “I was silent for too long. The amount of disrespect and contempt some people had for you. I had no idea, and I realized mob mentality really is a thing once I saw how you were handled, no matter one’s rank or status, we should be treated with justice and fairness. I know that Chief and his wife were lying, and then Senior was adamant ‘you leave it to me to get him taken care of’ before you came into your mast.” He gives me the information of before I walked into that crowded room, facing the firing squad.
    

    
      “Sadly, hearing you simply say your written testimony said it all and you had nothing to add, and when you said you refused to apologize, I knew I was looking at an innocent man.” 
      Innocent? 
      The word felt foreign, a language I hadn't heard spoken in years. I braced myself for the punchline, but it never came. “So I went in and read your testimony, and sure enough, I knew you were telling the truth. I mean, who even admits to drinking when there’s an incident report?” Lt. Jackson jeers at me, making me regret it, as it’s all the evidence needed to prove guilt in these matters when violence occurs. “I realized no one had read your testimony, they only heard these supposed victims’ loud testimonials. You were found guilty only because of that. So I brought up that I believed you, and so did AW1. We were dismissed when we came forward, and I felt ashamed to be around some people that day. The Det 2 airboss tried using ‘Petty Officer 3rd Class’ as a derogatory title that one day we were in Ops, as if you were lucky you weren't stripped of Petty Officer entirely. So, I made it uncomfortable for many of these guys that day forward. I had to speak out somehow,” he confesses, revealing a courage I never would have attributed to him.
    

    
      “You know, a lot of people around here know that when I was a boatswain on my ship, I started at the very bottom, E-1. It took me four years to gain the title Petty Officer 3rd Class, and I ruled that ship. Everyone called me ‘Petty Officer’ Jackson,” he emphasized, “and I was so proud I’d worked that hard.”
    

    
      His tone changes to a more serious, even bleak of sorts, “Of course, a lot has changed and eight years later, I’m the pilot you see today, but those memories of tacking on my crow with my buddies and ruling that ship from the inside out—I knew all the nooks and crannies compared to all the Captains that ever commanded that ship. It was a privilege being a petty officer, and it is a title you deserve and more,” he congratulates, and shows he’s been truly rooting for me all along.
    

    
      I realize I’ve been shaking my foot the entire time he's been speaking. My throat is dry, constricting with an emotion I can't name. I have to turn away, hiding the sudden, shocking flood of tears I can't control. He senses he's struck a chord—that the wall of my resentment is crumbling. He's replacing it with something almost unbearable: humility and gratitude.
    

    
      He reads my turmoil and gives me an out. “Oh, so, I know you have places to go,” he says, patting me on the shoulder.
    

    
      “Thanks, sir.” I hear my voice crack as my first tear falls. I reach for the door, needing an exit.
    

    
      The irony was a knife in my gut. For months, I had hated him for defending my honor with a title—Petty Officer—that I held in complete disdain. And he had been defending it because, for him, this designation was such a precious title for him. All this time. All that contempt. And he was in my corner. I had been so wrong about Lt. Jackson.
    

  
    
      Chapter 30: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Chad told me more about his family yesterday, and I wished he hadn’t. Exiled. A new town. No friends. Sleeping in a car to stay away from his mother. Robbed and abandoned in the streets. No help from his mom who couldn’t look at him and she started depending on screwing a man to live in his house and raise his kids, nor from his half-brothers who were off doing their own thing while still sending money to their mom— Frank, his step-dad, the man he thought was his real father, whose name is the same as my dad's haunts him further. He began crying and I tried to soothe him, never knowing how to feel. I hated every moment of his story, each detail scarring me deeper. I'd wanted to understand his motives for our silent fights, and now I was drowning in answers I never wanted. If he had just asked me if I cheated, we could have settled it then. I didn't throw that in his face, though.
    

    
      He apologized for being exactly what his best-friend-and-faux-father raised him to be: a cynic against me as his wife, belittling me like Frank did his mom for all those years. He became a Search and Rescue crewman just to spite Frank, regaling me with stories about Frank being a non-vet patriot who had such a love for military men and America’s history. It’s why his brothers joined, too—to escape that roof of hostility towards them all while knowing Chad was being toyed with. It made sense to Chad why he was strict on the twins, and sadistically plotting to hurt Chad’s weak mom and using Chad as the voodoo doll connected to her heart and shame.
    

    
      Chad made a choice one day because of Frank. They were at a military airshow, and Chad saw how he reacted to a man in a flight suit, telling a young Chad that those men in flight suits that flew in helicopters were as elite as they get. So, years later, he set out to become just that, tapping into rage as his only resource to rip through any challenge in front of him.
    

    
      I’ve never seen more into how his mind operates, and worst, Chad has made me feel sorry for him. He had taken my righteous anger and diluted it with a pathetic, tragic story, and now I don’t even have the clean satisfaction of hating him. Truthfully, I’ve been actively fighting the urge to be kind to him and hate myself for wanting to abandon him at such a low.
    

    
      Today should be a gift and a joy for me, as Faye has taken her first steps in life, walking unassisted for the first time on her birthday a mere hour ago, and my parents are still beaming while a painted smile is fixed on my face. They now entice Faye to walk to Bianca, who came early for the baby’s first luau. Her first steps toward a new life. And I just took my first step back into his old one I detest.
    

    
      The cherry on top of my anxiety-rattled mind is whether Fenix will arrive. Chad made it a point to ask Fenix again about attending this morning. I didn’t bother to ask if he remembered to ask Fenix to not sound crazier and more erratic than I already have proven to be. 
    

    
      But the cherry on top are these stark changes; this new Chad that gives me such a strange feeling. Life was so simple when I found Fenix, when I knew I was going to be his and he was mine. Yet now I’m entangled with the blood and family ties of this man who is lost, broken, and sculpted by his past demons. It's the complete opposite of the life I want: one with Fenix, and a separation from Chad while he figures himself out.
    

    
      “Hey, hun,” Dad grabs my attention. “Mom’s back has been hurting for a while now, so we’re just going to urgent care to check out what’s happening.”
    

    
      “I’ll be okay, dear,” I hear Mom say as I look at her following behind him, getting themselves ready for the car ride. I rush to her out of concern. “We’ve inspected Mom’s back for a bruise or swelling, but it might be internal. I’m willing to bet that the doctor is going to have a hard talk with her about her habit of pastries, ice cream, and diet sodas, as even the skin in her untanned areas hasn’t been looking healthy.” Dad picks quite the time to joust with Mom. As she gets ready, he pulls me aside, “If she comes back with blood work that says she is pre-diabetic or something, I’ll give her a hard talk about requiring her to be around for Faye, Ben, you, and I; I'll set up an intervention to change her lifestyle.” He gives me the nod of the talk with mom we’ve never had, but seems like the time is dire.
    

    
      As we say goodbye and good luck for a likely and hopefully diet-related, non-fatal diagnosis, we all see CJ pull up with Chad and a black guy in a polo. I watch my parents and the guys introduce themselves as I stare through the front window, giving my parents a look of sorrow and pity for my mom’s situation.
    

    
      When my Dad pulls out, they head my way, now seeing me waiting, and I light up for CJ. “Congratulations, Mami! Where is she?” he asks, and I point to Bianca outside. He jets over to adorn Faye with his sweet words.
    

    
      “This is the new guy, Brown. Or do you wanna—,” Chad stops talking, letting him introduce himself.
    

    
      “Mrs. Marshall, nice to meet you. My name is Elliott Brown. Thank you for being so kind to introduce me to your child’s big day.”
    

    
      “You can call me Jessica, Elliott.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, and his civil formality was comforting.
    

    
      “He works with Aukai now; they’re going on a detachment together,” Chad says. I feel a small smile form as my heart sinks.
    

    
      “Fenix. Is he okay?” I ask, and they both nod.
    

    
      Chad says, “Yeah, he’s not coming because he’s nurturing his mom back to health. But babe,” he changes the subject, “I put the car up for sale this afternoon, and fifteen minutes later, I found a buyer.” He says this, playing the part of a big shot as he whips out a wad of cash. “I got it for $1,000 more than I paid for it years ago. This Army guy came to the base with cash in hand. What a score, right?”
    

    
      “Wait. Your car? I didn’t know we were selling it. We—”
    

    
      “We can only ship one car. I have to sell the other,” he responds, confused.
    

    
      “Yeah, well I didn’t know that. You should’ve told me something before you sold it.”
    

    
      “Why?” he asks.
    

    
      “Why?” I repeat with an attitude. “Who drives you to work now, Chad?”
    

    
      “Well, you. Or I can just take the SUV.”
    

    
      “Do you know what it’s like to be a parent? I need—” and my mind glitches. A thousand logistical nightmares flash through my head because he doesn’t know how to be a parent: wrestling the car seat, waking a sleeping baby for early morning drop-offs, navigating her cranky nap times, all beholden to his chaotic schedule. I stop myself before I make an ass of myself in front of company.
    

    
      “Jessica, we are leaving in like two weeks. It’s okay, I only have a few more days at work. It’s not that big a deal.”
    

    
      Two weeks. We were leaving in two weeks. The panic finally sets in, cold and absolute. I am not a partner. I’m no big deal. I am luggage. And I am being shipped.
    

  
    
      Chapter 31: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I love that I just called out of work, and Pewter was alright with all of it. What a great excuse my mom has been. I don’t even have to explain more than "she needs my help," all while I get to avoid her at Tracie’s home. It still feels strange knowing few cared before, yet since finding out Lt. Jackson was an ally all along, maybe I can start to believe others could be the same way, even as distant co-workers. However, I prefer investing in civilians and sailors I don’t know rather than anyone close to the squadron.
    

    
      Some even asked about Asia and Kai, and who could forget them. On my last flight, bringing back the bird, I was considered a non-designated crewman because of my newly slandered name, found guilty before I had even faced the Captain for sentencing. When we landed, I saw other families crowding the tarmac with huge signs and flowery leis. The air was thick with cheers and smiles, a wave of overwhelming emotion for the men returning to those who loved them. Always a special occasion, and yet a haunting memory for me. 
    

    
      While all things were calming down, my welcome home was Mom and Asia 
      rushing
       into the hangar late with Kai in tow. He didn't even have a shirt on, just his diaper, and they looked like they were from the streets of Hawai’i. Asia was brandishing a fresh, large chest tattoo, without a bra in a lacy black top, and when my detachment saw them, the jig was up. I came from trash. I was already 
      suffering
       from the overwhelming dread that I would be demoted and grounded and what happened, but it was nothing compared to the immediate, palpable disdain from the other families. Their stares ripped right through me. Then, the fingers pointed and whispers started about the drunk, headstomping, woman-beater. A truly embarrassing memory.
    

    
      I’ve grown distant from all of my blood ties and found that Tracie’s home has become mine. I even played cards with Macy and Jason last night at her table like it was ours while Tracie partied in Waikiki. I slept in, pretending I was too hungover to be the designated driver for the night. But really, I didn’t feel trapped until the bars closed until I could escape to my couch for a horrible night’s sleep. It felt good to lie my way out of it. Another day of relaxation, free from the presence of the mother I despise. As I finally roll off the couch and get ready for the day, I get confirmation as I can hear Tracie upstairs, knowing she made it home safe last night while I slept.
    

    
      I hear her toilet flush, then the sound of her walking to her bedroom door. I catch it opening and call out, “Eggs?”
    

    
      Before I answer her, a girl upstairs in her room replies with a "no thanks babe." Tracie flashes me a devious smile as she makes it to her backyard to grab a cigarette, then says through the screen door as she has a funny eye on me, “Dude, I forgot to tell you, but there’s a guy down the street who is giving away his queen-size bed. I was thinking we could go get it and put it in one of the spare rooms, but make it 
      your
       spare room. You don’t have to sleep downstairs anymore. You should get your privacy here, and Brandon says he’d prefer it that way too.”
    

    
      “Oh, umm—sure?” I ask, hesitating in gratitude.
    

    
      “You are over here anyways, and he doesn’t want you just as a couch bum.”
    

    
      “I don’t mind the couch.” I confess my attachment.
    

    
      “Trust me, you need privacy and a room to call your own,” she states matter-of-factly, dragging on her first cigarette of the day.
    

    
      “Well, thank you, and thank Brandon for me. Tell him I said hi, and ummm—thanks for trusting me and giving me the benefit of the doubt.” Tracie gives a simple nod as I finish up my eggs and ketchup, and we enjoy our time in a brief silence. “Wait, when did you get in?,” I ask to catch up with her and what the girls did.
    

    
      “Oh, we came in at like 2:30. And boy, were you knocked out cold,” she says, starting to hold back a giggle, which makes her gag and cough. “And I’m not trying to embarrass you,” she says, failing to hide a grin, “but Fenix—you’ve got some nice equipment.” She starts to laugh more, and her perverted remark leaves me wondering if she’s actually talking about my dick.
    

    
      “Are you talking about my—” and she nods with a knowing smirk.
    

    
      “Wait. Where is this coming from?” I understand that my equipment looks enticing for the ladies who’ve known, but not Tracie.
    

    
      “When we came in last night, I was passing by to get water from the kitchen and have my last cigarette, and you—you just had a massive boner sticking up, boyoyoyoing,” she goofs off, her stiff, erect forearm jutting from her crotch. “And we just thought it was the funniest thing.” I feel my hand going to my crotch to hide myself, realizing that sleeping in only my thin cotton PJs revealed more than I ever cared for Tracie to know. “That’s why I said you need your own room. And now you can see why even Brandon agrees.”
    

    
      “Tracie, tell me you didn’t tell your husband you saw my schlong,” I plead, and she shakes her head in laughter as she admits to this devious lie that makes my heart stop.
    

    
      “No, he doesn’t know, 
      foo
      . Brandon wouldn’t be so inclined if he knew you were packing.”
    

    
      “Alright, alright, you can shut up now,” I lament, and she delights in my squeamish vulnerability. I hear more movement coming from Tracie’s room and wonder, “How many of the girls came back with you?”
    

    
      “None that you know. She’s a new friend.” Tracie throws out the line, and I feel immediately put on the spot that there’s a stranger in the house who saw me with a stiffy too instead of a mutual acquaintance.
    

    
      “And she’s upstairs in your room? What, were y’all lezzing out?” I boldly ask her.
    

    
      “Maybe,” she replies, as though she is telling the truth, but I know this deceiver all too well now. She’s setting a trap.
    

    
      “I don’t know what’s with some of you girls. Like, y’all can sleep with each other and not want your own space. Like, do you change into your PJs in front of this new friend of yours? It’s already weird that y’all go to the bathroom with each other,” I press her to confess she is a closet lesbian so I can call her on her bullshit. “Does Brandon know you have a strange vagina in his bed?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course.”
    

    
      I squint my eyes to see if she is messing with me, yet she seems sincere. “Oh, my awesome bestie Carrie is coming in tomorrow night. I figured we'd pick her up, then open the garage up for business when we bring her here. Impromptu, ya know.” Tracie changes the subject, and I feel a small flash of victory. She knows she can't win this one.
    

    
      “Oh, such short notice. I didn’t know that you had a girlfriend coming through. I guess she’ll be sharing your bed too.”
    

    
      “What do you mean you don’t know? I told you a couple of times,” she states, looking at me like I’m forgetful.
    

    
      “Nah, I would’ve remembered you telling me a bestie of yours was arriving soon.”
    

    
      “Bitch, yes I did. I told you last Saturday and another time before that.” I issue her my tilted head, and she doesn’t seem to be pulling my leg. “Don’t you remember? I pointed her out in the photo on the fridge and you said, ‘Oh, the hot one?’” Tracie exclaims.
    

    
      Tracie pulls up a photo on her phone and I recognize her from the fridge photo. I see the stellar-looking brunette from the fridge that I raid for our food and beers. Her beauty always caught my eye first. I point. “This one?”
    

    
      “Yeah. You don’t remember? I told you all about her?” I can’t for the life of me remember, and Tracie can tell I’m confused. “Did you blackout or something? What do you remember about Saturday night?”
    

    
      “Well, we were laughing out back about the gross roaches, and Jason was playing the flip cup drinking game with me and—” The memories aren't even hazy; they're just gone. I just remember waking up on the couch, not caring that I didn't remember how I got there, only that every time I woke up here, I felt safe and free. “And, nothing, I guess.” As I admit my blacking out, the fact that it doesn’t scare me is, perhaps, the most frightening of all. I had spent so long trying to escape my own head; maybe my brain had finally learned how to do it for me.
    

    
      “So you really don’t remember?” she asks, genuinely astonished. “Well, that’s good. I am just glad you aren’t an obnoxious and sloppy drunk when you blackout. You held yourself well enough to make me not notice. I hate people who blackout, getting all sloppy and puking, crying and passed out, and then they never remember how much drama they caused from not being able to hold their alcohol,” Tracie scoffs at some old memories she is reliving in her mind as I remain flabbergasted at my missing time.
    

    
      I hear footsteps come towards the stairs and I peek to find a skimpily clad, white, slender girl with random small tattoos across her body and piercings riddling her face pass by me, heading directly to Tracie outside. She gives me a look up and down, then says to Tracie, “Give me one of those?” Tracie hands the stranger a cigarette as I watch this
       train wreck of a young woman
       who looks like a train wreck and I try to reserve judgment on Tracie's decision to bring this one home. I stay still, watching their dynamic play out.
    

    
      As the girl lights her cigarette, Tracie belts out, “Why are you wearing my panties on your neck?” My eyes immediately shift to her neck and see a thin, tan strip of fabric.
    

    
      The girl replies in a sensual manner, “Cuz I want to be covered in your scent.”
    

    
      I immediately look over to Tracie, push my head forward and 
      ask
       for the truth, “Tracie, did you actually lez out?”
    

    
      …
    

    
      Apparently, I’ve missed all the signs, and in hindsight, I saw them all too. While I definitely got the lesbian or bisexual vibe from half of her teammates in volleyball and the other female collegiate athletes that come through, I still can’t believe she is into girls. Let alone, I’m disarmed because she’s married. So, I guess she’s bi? She didn’t give it a title. 
    

    
      This was a strange shift and still is for me, but I don’t understand why. She is married, but insists Brandon is fine with it as long as it is just girls, and that she is going to pick the ones she likes the most to bring to bed for them to have threesomes with. If it floats their boat, but it seems like a powder keg being sat on by a chimney smoker like Tracie.
    

    
      I left her to grab a few more things from my place to bring over to Tracie’s house for the new room she’s given me, but also because Mom texted me and said she’d like to see me at the villa, that a talk had to happen about something important. I hope she doesn’t ask for more money than I’ve allotted her. I’ll just sign the rent check and give her a couple hundred in cash I have left until pay day to grab her disgusting, frozen TV dinners.
    

    
      As I pull into the driveway and park the car, Mom is already standing at the front door, looking out the screen door at me with a yearning face. As I walk in, she says, “Good you home. You stay out for too long yea, come sleep your bed, yea?”
    

    
      “Nah, I’m good. I'll still sleep at my friend's.”
    

    
      “Youz know it’s not right fo you sleep at one married woman’s house, yea? Her husband no care for you stay there?” Mom asks, as if to trap me into something that isn’t the case.
    

    
      I roll my eyes, head to the checkbook already on the table, and start signing the check for the landlord for this upcoming month of rent. “Yeah, well, you don’t know this, but her husband prefers I stay and look after her at the house.”
    

    
      “What? And have you banging his wife? I hope youz using protection, boy.” Mom doesn’t get it.
    

    
      “No, her and I don’t care. Neither does her husband. We are hoping to get Tracie pregnant so her husband can take care of my kid since he’s infertile.” I state an obvious lie and look back at Mom, who is not used to me cracking any jokes.
    

    
      She’s horrified. “Fenix! No, you neva?”
    

    
      “Of course not!,” I lament, my tone letting her know she’s so wrong about my relations with Tracie, and I don’t want to hear about it.
    

    
      “Okay, okay.” Mom understands fully now that I’m not a serial liar like her, so she backs off with her ridiculous accusations. “Speaking of one baby, yea. So Asia, yea—” I glare at her, knowing immediately she is pushing her luck by mentioning her name in a way that informs me she is about to ask a favor. “What? I no can ask one question?”
    

    
      I tilt my head up to indicate for her to go on.
    

    
      “So, you know, Asia can no longer keep Kai. She no longer have one place fo stay with da baby, and she in one friend's place, yea, and she have no one watch Kai. Asia’s roommate, she no want fo watch him either. And I tell Asia, she no can bring him fo stay here, yea?” I nod sternly in agreement to her stupid question and that I will definitely keep my house rule. “So, I was tinking, what if youz can adopt Kai?”
    

    
      What!?
       “No!” I face her, my face contorted with a scoff and head shake, hoping it fully conveys why her proposal is a horrible idea in every single way. 
    

    
      “No, you no understand me. I take care of Kai. Not Asia. Youz Kai’s caregiver legally yea, but I take care of him. Making sure Kai lives good, yea?”
    

    
      I gaze into Mom’s eyes with a stark warning that comes from within me. “You are one more statement away from being thrown back into the streets you love, understand?”
    

    
      Mom caves. “Okay, fine,” she grumbles.
    

    
      “Is that all?” I ask, feeling that she wants to dig her grave with another stupid question.
    

    
      “Kay, only one mo question den, yea.” She breathes in and explains, “There’s some papers ova ere, yea,” she points out a thin stack of papers. “It’s fo Kai’s adoption, but fo da Mormons, yea. They’ve paperwork fo you to fill out, but they only adopt they own kind, yea, so—no adoption wants Kai. But since you get one baptism wit dem, you tink you can sign the papers, saying youz been one of them? Asia find dis out and if you in they system, theyz put Kai up fo adoption in theyz church cuz you blood related, yea. Tink you can manage?” Mom asks as I stare at the paperwork, enraged. 
    

    
      Of course she had adoption paperwork prepped, yet asks me first to take on Asia’s burden, all while trying to convince me that my crackhead sister won’t make appearances in my life to pretend to love her kid in the future. I am still stunned at myself for how much I put up with these street rats.
    

    
      I walk straight to my room, steaming and collecting the assortment of amenities that I want at Tracie’s while I avoid Mom as she stands silent in the kitchen. After I’m done gathering my stuff, I head for the door. “Ey! Where you going? Youz going sign da papers?”
    

    
      “I might do it later! I don’t owe you or her any favors, and don’t you fucking ask again,” I say, cursing at her for the first time.
    

    
      I didn't wait for her response. I turned, walked out the door, and got in my car. As the engine turned over, I couldn't help but recall why I was suckered into being baptized as a Mormon years ago. It was all to please Diana’s disapproving father. 
    

    
      I was a kid in high school, hoping to impress the man whose daughter I planned to marry. While Diana pretended to love me and her father saw his slutty daughter's pretense as such too, he stated plainly enough that I wasn’t going to be around in her life for long, and that I should just show her daughter a good time as a gentleman would until the day she left me. Fortunately enough, he was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 32: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      “Please, call me Dad, Son,” my father says in front of me, but talks directly into Chad’s heart as they both smile warmly at each other. Just like that. Dad—The name I'd cherished my whole life, given away to him. A title he'd done nothing to earn. Dad’s broken down the walls, cementing Chad’s union into our family. I wince in my heart. I wish I were anywhere else, doing anything other than feeding Faye in her high chair at this deluxe steakhouse. “Say, let's go get a drink at the bar. We will be right back, honey,” Dad informs me as he invites Chad to have a drink and a bit of guy talk, I guess.
    

    
      I of course nod. Chad out of my view brings a sense of calm I crave. Yet knowing my father and him are schmoozing it up hurts me deeply—and I hate that it hurts. I want to make peace. I want to be a good wife, yet it’s always out of grasp of my willpower. As I watch Faye looking about, enjoying the new sights while we wait for our dinner to come at this lovely steakhouse near their beach rental, I ponder about Mom and wish she was here. It seems like her diet was the problem, and complications are requiring her to take medications and do more blood work. She insisted we go out and enjoy our night, saying it would keep her away from eating the bad kinds of food, as she would like to stick to small portions of fruit from now on until her health improves. She insisted all was fine and she is not diabetic, just weak, and her blood work will provide more details. I could see it on 
      her and Dad’s
       face when they arrived back; she didn’t need to hear from me that her poor diet choices over the decades have affected her health. The doctor she saw must’ve done a good job convincing her that she needs to change her habits.
    

    
      I believe since Faye came into our lives, the realization has hit Mom, and I’m glad. 
      At least I don’t have that pressure
       of having the intervention that Dad and I planned to have, but I wish Mom could’ve handled herself enough to make it here with us tonight and keep me company, now that I am alone while Dad and Chad pal around. I could have used some adult company as I’ve spent all day with this fussy child already.
    

    
      I don’t know what’s gotten into Dad tonight, but he's pouring on the affection for Chad, and it makes my stomach turn as I feed our daughter. Chad knows nothing about providing a meal for this baby, cleaning her, or caring for her in general. He doesn't know Faye’s nap schedule, her likes or dislikes. Ever since the DNA test proved Faye is his daughter, I would’ve thought he’d be more prone to take some responsibility in knowing her in any way. But all Faye has gotten is five minutes of actual love and attention per day, and he feels that is enough. I remember wishing he’d spend more time with us months ago, but now I just wish he’d forget about 
      us. 
      I’m more irritated by his low effort now than when he gave none
      .
    

    
      I am an outcast. I might come to terms with it someday. But not tonight. I’ll likely stew in my hate for my life but I’ll have to keep a pleasant tone as every escape hatch has been closed.
    

    
      A couple of young women walk by me, prancing and giggling as they slide past others to the bar and approach Chad and my dad. One is giggling with a sort of embarrassment while the other twirls her hair while talking to Chad. With my curiosity piqued, I watch the brunette closest to him seemingly flirting. After a tense couple of minutes of watching the two girls laugh with them while I woo Faye’s attention with a torn up
       napkin, 
      Dad and Chad share a look in my direction as Chad points. The girls look at me, embarrassment flowing from them as they skedaddle away, avoiding passing closely to me and finding the longer route to their table.
    

    
      Chad and Dad both pick up their drinks and head my way, their aura immense, my dad patting Chad's back as they close in.
    

    
      “What was that all about?” I query.
    

    
      “Oh, that—” Chad starts, but Dad cuts him off.
    

    
      “Those ladies were hitting on him! Chad here has a look the ladies want. What a stud.”
    

    
      “What?” I ask, confused. “They just approached you both?”
    

    
      “Not me,” Dad states the obvious. “Chad here. They didn’t know he was married. Thought I was his dad, which I am.” He gleams as he looks at Chad. And just like that, I'd lost him. My own father, my main line of defense, had been conquered by a few hours of performative charm. I was completely alone.
    

    
      Chad comes in with a humble voice that boasts, “When I forget to put my wedding ring back on, it happens sometimes, ya know?” he states an outright lie. 
      Or is it?
    

    
      “Why don’t you wear your ring?” Dad asks him. “Work?”
    

    
      “Yes sir, it’s for work. A requirement,” Chad replies as he whips out his dog tags from around his neck with his wedding ring on it, and removes it quickly and places it on his ring finger. He looks at me, and I feel a scowl forming on my face, and my ring finger catches his sight. “Where’s your ring, babe?”
    

    
      His words close in on me. I sit perfectly still as my mind searches for any excuse, anything other than the truth: that I don’t want to be married to him any longer. But they are both waiting for me to answer.
    

    
      “It’s because Faye keeps wanting it and she gets upset if I don’t give it to her, so I just put it in my purse,” I lie, and I can tell Chad, and even Dad, aren’t buying my lame excuse.
    

    
      …
    

    
      
    

    
      Chad enters the bathroom with me fresh out of the shower and Faye tucked in. Dad insisted on pouring alcohol into Chad, and his entering only means one thing: he wants to make me feel filthy again. He steps behind me, places his face onto the right side of my neck and breathes in. “You smell so good.” Both his hands grab my hips, about to pull my towel off.
    

    
      I stop him. “Do you even like having sex with me?” I say, looking directly into the mirror to see his reaction.
    

    
      “Yeah! What kind of question is that?”
    

    
      I turn to face him. “The kind of question that comes from you calling me fat and weak. Or how about this title—a whore.” I keep my voice low, smelling the alcohol on his breath now.
    

    
      He recoils, his head dropping. “I’m sorry, I—” He stammers, unable to find an escape from the truth. I turn back to the mirror and continue to apply my moisturizer. “I don’t know how else to say I’m sorry. That I was irrationally suspicious and it all happened so fast—us, and you being pregnant. And there you were—”
    

    
      I glare at him. “You didn’t answer my question. Do you even like having sex with me?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I said yes.”
    

    
      “No, you asked me ‘what kind of question is that?’” His eyes recall his stupidity. “You think I want to sleep with a man like that?”
    

    
      Chad stands stunned, piecing it all together. Through the mirror, I watch him realize in full how he talks to and treats me. He slowly walks away and leaves my sight, turning the corner.
    

    
      Ugh. I wanted this to be a victory, a moment where I could reclaim my space from him. I wanted honesty, even if it was brutal. But now, it seemed I was the only one choosing to be brutal. Huffing, I tighten the towel around my chest and go out to find Chad sitting on the bed, his spirit crushed. “So, what do you want from me?,” I ask him and hate what I think he’ll ask for.
    

    
      “Nothing. You’re right. I get it and I shouldn’t expect anything from you. I felt like I was apologizing by being intimate, but I don’t know what else to do. I wanted to believe your dad when he said to give it a year of doing my best, but I don’t think I can do anything about it. I’ve gone too far and I deserve this. I wouldn’t want to be with me either. Every look you give me is a reminder that the man who raised me—won. And my mom let him because she was too weak to face the truth. I never wanted you to meet my mom, Frank or the twins, or anyone who knew me before the Navy, but it turns out, you don’t have to. I’m all of them in one. And you hate me.” My fucking weak heart cracks a bit, again. “So yeah, Jessica, you never deserved this and I don’t deserve you. I’m just—just sorry.” He stands up, shakes his head in shame, and walks towards the door.
    

    
      “Wait,” my heart speaks for me. I can’t let him tear himself apart like this. “Come back. Let’s talk some more.” I sit on the bed, patting the spot beside me.
    

    
      “No, it’s okay. I get it, Jessica. I’m sorry.” He turns back and goes downstairs.
    

    
      This is infuriating. I hear his steady footsteps and the sound of him sinking into the couch echo upstairs, as loud as it’s ever been as I stew, not wanting to interrupt his understanding of how I’ve seen him all these months, but I can’t. UGH! Angry at myself, I go downstairs and see him sitting in contemplation. I stare at him, my energy blatant.
    

    
      He says stoically, looking straight ahead, “Look. I get it must’ve sounded like I want a pity party, but I’m just so damn stupid. There are so many things I wish I could do and undo. I wish I could take back those words. How I treated you. I had such resentment for you for no real reason, in denial and in my head, accusing you, not wanting to admit I fell for the same trap that my mom set on Frank. But I still became him, and I feel sorry for anyone who marries a man that selfish. Like me. And above all, I wish I would’ve just asked you, face to face, instead of believing you were guilty.” Chad’s face in the dark gets a glint of focus on something, honing in like a predator. “And Collins—I definitely wish I would’ve popped him in the mouth for spreading that idea in my head. I’m fucked now. And I get you don't want to be married to me. You don’t wear your ring anymore. I thought I had a real shot. When you shaved everything that night I came for you, I knew you were on the way to giving our marriage one last shot too.” He mentions the strangest day of my life, and I'm hit with the absurd irony that he thinks my landscaping was meant for him. “But, hearing myself out loud… I’ve already messed it up. I haven’t done my best.”
    

    
      “Wait. Why, or how’d you know I wanted to repair our relationship?” I ask the stupid question he already answered.
    

    
      “Huh?” He looks at me instead of the ground. “Oh, you know, ‘cause you shaved it all. No girl doesn’t shave unless she expects company,” he throws out the idiom. I simply nod and he looks back at the ground, but I almost laugh at the absurdity; a hysterical, broken sound was caught in my throat before it left. My secret act for Fenix had been misinterpreted as an olive branch for him. The irony was suffocating. “So, ya know, I get it. I can’t force you to forgive me. And now, you don’t have any desire to have sex. I can see you’re not into it, so the question really goes to you… do you even like having sex with me?” Chad holds the question in his silence, not looking at me to get the real answer. “And just like I don’t know how to be a good husband, I don’t even know how to be good enough in bed.” His eyes shoot to me, frustrated. “I knew it. I even suck at sex.” He buries his face in his hands now, overwhelmed by his failures.
    

    
      “I didn’t say anything, though.”
    

    
      “No, you didn’t have to. I see it written all over your face. You weren’t going to disagree with what I said. It’s true.”
    

    
      “No, Chad. It’s just that—you just need practice. I mean, who doesn’t? So do I,” I slip out.
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” I reply somberly, with a wince of pity in my glance at him, hopefully able to walk away after saying we both need practice.
    

    
      “Well, let me know how to do it.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You know, practice. I wanna at least get to know how to work my tongue, get good at eating you out or something. I don’t know how to move hips or do any of the things that get you, you know, off.” He shows a bit of excitement in his proposal, then his eyes get crushed as they look at me. “Oh, never mind.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Your face. You don’t want me.”
    

    
      “I do—want—” I freeze up, trapped in a corner with the ever-vulnerable Ch
      ad.
    

    
      “So, you want to show me what to do? Like, what you like?” He looks at me, his eyes wide with a pathetic, desperate hope. “Just tell me,” he pleads. “I will do whatever you want. Just tell me.” I stand there, a cold freeze spreading through me. There is no escape. I open my mouth, but no sound comes out. I just nod. The motion feels foreign, disconnected from my brain. A reflex, not a choice.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 33: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Mom texts me only a ‘thanks’ for agreeing that she’d sign Kai’s adoption paperwork as me. Forge it for all I care, not like mom hasn’t forged documents before, and there’s no hope anyone would adopt Kai with his special needs. I pocket my phone and ignore it, focusing on Tracie as we wait at the lei stands for her bestie, Carrie, at the Airport. She’s already landed, and while we've been waiting for her friend to tell us she’s in the front ready for a pickup, Tracie mentioned that she’s not returning to college and is letting her scholarship go. That college is a scam and she’s good on that life, instead much happier being married and taken care of by her adoring husband. I don’t blame her. I reckon it would be a fantastic life being taken care of: food, shelter, spending cash, etc. And not only that, but a sort of free and open sex relationship that I cannot wrap my head around. I just guess I’m more of a monogamous guy and not hip to what these younger peers of mine are up to. Tracie likens me to a prude.
    

    
      As I watch Tracie trying to kick the lowest plumeria flower off a tree—in preparation to show me that she can, and will, kick my head off as she threatened to do for calling her a munchkin—I’m missing her already. I have approximately two more months with her before my deployment. She’s been my only full-time friend, and the only one who is consistently fun and chill, exuding a truth of character I’ve not seen before.
    

    
      “Alright punk, I’m ready. Come here,” she demands. “I’m going to kick that head so hard, you’ll be an owl by the time I’m through with you.”
    

    
      “Okay, short stack. What you got?” I stand, unintimidated by her tiny, unassuming stature as she huffs, ready to embarrass herself, and even lower my jaw a couple of inches.
    

    
      “Here it comes,” she warns. She starts to move her feet under her, back and forth like a kung-fu movie star, then swings her hand towards my face, barely slapping me as I flinch back. My foot flies at her as she screams and avoids my slow assault in retaliation, but as she jumps back, my foot lifts up her shirt, revealing her tummy and a bit of her scar. I stop the playful fun and ask, as I’ve always wanted to, “Yo, how’d you get that scar of yours? I never asked because, well, I never really thought about it.”
    

    
      Tracie becomes somber in an instant, looks down at the ground, and shakes her head. 
      Whoa.
       I didn’t expect to touch 
      a
       nerve; the first time I ever have.
    

    
      I lift my hands slightly, showing I meant no offense, and she assures me, “It’s okay. I just—I really miss her so much, dude. And it sucks, you know? One minute she was there, and now, she’s not a part of me anymore. The doctors considered it a successful surgery because I lived. She was the unlikely variable, but we made the decision as a family. I was so young though. I just—it didn’t seem like the correct choice we made ever since. I barely remember her face anymore.”
    

    
      Fuck. I’d screwed the pooch. 
      She was a conjoined twin?!
       She turns away slightly, hunched in mental pain as I approach to offer her some condolences for bringing up such a sensitive subject.
    

    
      “It should’ve been her,” she turns more and squeaks in agony. I hover over Tracie now, my hands not sure what to do and my mouth seared shut from my tongue’s stupidity, having a mini-heart attack for her. Tracie, being a trooper, tries to laugh it off, and I’m so grateful. Then, she continues to laugh, louder and louder, walking away and pointing at me. I feel my blood turn cold as she tricks me again. “You fucking bought that shit! Dude, you are too easy!”
    

    
      “Fuck. You,” I nod continually, giving her the most insidious stink-eye I can for besting me with her sly tongue. I rage internally, grasping at straws for how to get her back, but for now, she’s won.
    

    
      “Nah, but my sister did die though,” she says nonchalantly. Tracie is a disgrace; she does not let up as I stare her down, caught in the wicked spells of her emotional whiplash. “Yeah, true story, bro. It was a car accident, and that’s how I got this scar, but my sister died in that car wreck. That’s also the day I stopped being scared.”
    

    
      “Of what, death?” I sass her.
    

    
      “No, of my sister.”
    

    
      “You were scared of your sister?”
    

    
      “Yep! But I was a little girl. She kept beating me up when I was a kid, and our mom didn’t care. She was Dad’s favorite. It got to the point where she started molesting me with random objects while holding kitchen knives or a screwdriver at my face, saying she would rip my face apart and kill me if I told anyone. I think I was about nine or something… wait, fourth grade?” She questions herself, and I’m impressed with her sickness. She should be a screenwriter. “What? I swear, I’m not joking,” she says matter-of-factly.
    

    
      “Girl, you’re fucked in the head, you know that?” It’s my only response, and yet she defends herself.
    

    
      “No, what’s fucked up is my mom not believing me. I remember trying to tell her one day, and I was terrified. And when I did, my mom shut that down, yelling and holding me tightly, saying never to mention those lies again. I thought Mom was part of whatever my older sister was doing and this was just kinda normal in my family. Peggy, my sister, was six years older than me. I was abused by her in the day physically, and abused at night under threat of death. My mom and dad, both, at one point, walked in on her on top of me, but she said she was just moving my body to help me not snore. That excuse worked, I guess.” 
      What kind of TV shows does Tracie watch to be this twisted?!
    

    
      “Tracie. If I find out you are lying to me, I’m going to take off my 
      slipper
       and beat the ever-living shit out of your ass. And your husband will forgive me for beating you, you sicko,” I warn her, trying to get her to give up this fascinating and detailed horror story.
    

    
      “No, I’m being for real! You can ask Carrie when she lands. She knows. I mean, I can give you my therapist’s number and she can give you the story.”
    

    
      “Wait. What? You mean to tell me this is true? This story is really your life?” I find myself dumb for asking.
    

    
      “Yep. But that’s not the craziest part. So, Peggy had just popped me over the head for eating more chips than she wanted me to, right before we got into our family car, and when we got in the car, I was praying and pleading for the entire drive. I was asking God, 
      ‘Please, I’ll take the scars and the wounds, I’ll take it all. Just remove my sister away from me.’
       And as I was pleading, I just heard the screeching of tires before a truck plowed into us.” I roll my eyes as she plays her role so well.
    

    
      “I don’t remember anything after that. I woke up, this huge scar stitched up and in just a little bit of pain. I don’t really remember the healing part or anything. I just remember the freedom. It was like God answered my prayers! And everyone around me was so cool. Everyone wanted to know me and befriended me because of her death, and I learned to stand up for myself and not be picked on along the way. First, the therapist had me process all the feelings I had for losing my sister, but she was surprised to find I was happy that Peggy died. Then, my mom had a mental breakdown. My dad left—not that he was a good dad anyway—because my mom went nuts. The courts gave my mom thirteen and a half million dollars because it was some company’s truck and the guy was drinking on the job. I mean, yeah. Crazy life, right?”
    

    
      “That scar you have came from a car crash that your sister died in?” I will find the holes in her story.
    

    
      “Yes. Sheet metal of the van.” She lifts up her shirt to show the entirety of her gnarly scar, and I’m starting to foolishly believe what she’s saying. “My mom bought us a fancy house, giving me the master bedroom, and she still feels so guilty. I just did my own thing, ‘cause bro, I was free. I feared nothing, and all it cost me was this scar. A reminder of a tragedy for others, a blessing for me—and probably for some other fucking people down the road. Peggy was a fucking psycho, man.”
    

    
      “I don’t believe you.” I stand my ground and tap my foot.
    

    
      “That’s cool. But… OH! Carrie knows the entire story. I lived with Carrie for the entirety of high school. My real mom is Mrs. James, Carrie’s mom. And my own mother was so annoying to be around, like doting on me any time I was near her, and it’s still so fucking annoying. She still lives in that big mansion all by herself, in the smallest bedroom, regretting what I manifested to happen.”
    

    
      “Fuck, dude, please tell me none of this is not true.” I plead because I can’t take the tease!
    

    
      “I know. That’s my past though, for real.” Tracie gazes off in memory, and I'm hedging my bets that she just revealed her biggest twist of trauma and karmic balance. I don’t know how to deal with this. “I can see you’re stunned and that’s why I don’t really bring it up. Y’all always look so confused and heartbroken. And it’s weird, because just imagine me saying, ‘I escaped the grip of a serial murderer in the making as a child,’ but everyone being like, ‘Oh, you poor thing. I bet you miss your abuser,’” and she slaps me with her true reality.
    

    
      This is real.
    

    
      My hand covers my mouth in shock. “"So yeah," she says, her voice softening for the first time, "I know what trauma is. I know what scars are. But at least I don’t have to wear mine on my face like you do. I saw a deep sadness in you when we first met. Like, I knew you on a deeper level immediately. That’s when I took the battery cable and loosened it.”
    

    
      My jaw clenches. Tracie walks to me and buries the side of her head into my chest, wrapping her arms around me. I stiffen, standing straight and rigid, placing my arms on her shoulders lightly, unable to process her life story. 
    

    
      All this time, I thought it was a happenstance we entangled our lives, a random act of kindness. But it was a summons; she had chosen me. A flash of sweat breaks out on my face. “And the more I got to know you, the more I’m glad I trusted myself to bring you into my life.” She looks up at me and smiles. She releases her arms' grip from around me and places both her hands on the side of my face, brings me down to her, and kisses my sweaty forehead.
    

    
      “Dude, your forehead is sweaty.”
    

    
      “Ya think?”
    

    
      And we share a smile I’ve not known, looking into the eyes of a sibling we both wanted. Everything settled. The lies, the pranks, the trauma.
    

    
      A sound notification comes from her phone and, sure enough, her bestie is ready. We jump into her lifted truck, with me in the back so Tracie and Carrie can ride up front.
    

    
      “Can’t wait for you to meet her,” she says, excited and tense, and pulls out of the parking lot. I gaze at this young lady, the passing lights shining upon a girl of insurmountable strength with her munchkin stature, forged through utter abandonment and abuse comparable to mine, all while she smiles and jokes. I’ve found more than just a love for her; as we ride to catch the loop, I discover my own life’s story within hers. I forever want to be bonded with Tracie, to call her my sister.
    

    
      As Tracie drives along, she spots her friend. The slender brunette in the picture on the fridge is about to become real, and am slightly getting a bit of angst as a wannabe bestie to her bestie. Knowing to look for a lifted truck, Carrie starts waving us down. “EEEE, she’s here! Oh my God. Okay, Fenix, just stay in here. I’ll grab her stuff.” Tracie parks the truck, jumps out, and rushes around for hugs and cheers on the sideway. Then, she tosses the small luggage into the back and opens the passenger door. I sit still as I watch her friend awkwardly try to find the best way to climb into this monstrosity. Tracie hops in on the other side just as her friend finds good leverage to haul herself up.
    

    
      “So,” Tracie says with a smile, “My friend Fenix—”
    

    
      “Tracie, stop. It's not even about how he looks. I’m just not interested,” Carrie says agitated. And there you have it. Tracie, trying to hook me up with her best friend. Of course. 
      And it’s forever and always ‘not about how I look’ with liars.
    

    
      Tracie, with an instant cringe upon her face, looks in my direction, and her friend’s eyes follow her gaze.
    

    
      “AHH!” Her friend screams, recoiling in fright at the sight of me and losing her footing in a slow, comedic tumble out of the truck’s still open door.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 34: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      With Faye asleep from a little fever and Dad downstairs reading, I blow on the paper to dry the last gold paint strokes, my eyes slightly wet. I've finally finished the only thing that has brought me freedom. This is my last bit of joy, and I can only give it to one person. And if events go as planned, I should be able to find a moment with Fenix to pass this off to him; my sincere apology for leading him into my drama and for the choice I was forced to make.
    

    
      My parents visit me at the apartment now, lessening the hassle of taking Faye out. But there’s no real reason to leave anymore. Fenix is the only reason I would want to leave this prison—at least I can paint here. 
    

    
      Half the place is packed up, ready for the movers in a couple of days. We will then be hosted at a military hotel called the Hale Koa until we leave for San Diego—his dream orders, with his little obedient wifey and baby in tow. And my obedience means pretending. Pretending is everything now. I pretend to smile, to be pleased with his touch, his presence, his demands. I thought the past week would be about sexually exploring our desires, but of course, it turned into me finding ways to please him, now with guilty oral sex as I feign interest. I maintain my skin suit under constant pretense.
    

    
      I even prayed to God that Fenix would show up for Chad’s farewell party. The first part is at my parents' house; the after-party is at the bungalows. I plan to avoid that part entirely, unless I get confirmation Fenix will be there. Yet, if he does appear, I’ll give him his gift I just finished, and even pray if that comes, perhaps he’ll let me get one last hug from him. 
      But I know my prayers will go unanswered. 
      I live in reality, knowing this notebook will be shipped to him one day. 
    

    
      My phone alerts me to a message. It’s Chad: 
      No need for a pickup, babe. Aukai and Brown are coming to the apartment, selling some stuff.
    

    
      Aukai. Coming.
       Why? I don’t care. My eyes dart everywhere, trying to think of where to go or what to do first.
    

    
      I shut the book and move to the bathroom. I finally brush my teeth and fashion my short hair to be presentable. I rip off my shirt to wear a tank top, but then realize I haven’t shaved my armpits, so I grab a different, loose-fitting shirt instead—casual, like I want to appear, not the bundle of nerves I actually am. As I continue caring about what I look and smell like, my hands are moving back to life. I see a smile in the mirror and find myself transformed. And best of all, I may be able to sneak in a way to give Fenix my departing gift. Hopefully, I’m sly enough, because this might be my only chance.
    

    
      After staying upstairs in isolation for what felt like hours, but was indeed ten minutes, I hear a car pulling into the complex and parking beneath us. It sounds like Fenix’s car. I place his art book on my dresser and breathe deep, expecting nothing and hoping for anything. I fear Fenix might not even come up here in the apartment, afraid of seeing me. I open my bedroom door, walk down and see Dad.
    

    
      “Chad is here with a couple of his co-workers,” I say.
    

    
      Dad pops up from the couch, a smile on his jolly face, and he makes his way to the front door to greet the sound of boots and the men chatting on their way up.
    

    
      “Hey Pops,” Chad says, then reintroduces Brown. “And this is Aukai.”
    

    
      “A pleasure meeting you, sir,” Fenix greets him formally. From my angle, I can only see a sliver of him in his flight suit, but it’s enough. An antsy energy floods my body, my fingers pinching each other.
    

    
      “Aukai? I’ve heard of you before. Jessica,” Dad calls to me, then looks at Fenix while I approach in a timid stance, now seeing Fenix’s entire body standing next to Chad and Elliott. “Your mom—she had a health problem?”
    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    
      “Oh my. And she’s doing well?”
    

    
      “Well enough, sir.”
    

    
      “Good, good. Jessica was so worried about you, about your situation a few weeks ago.”
    

    
      “Well, you’ve raised a fine daughter. She’s given me her kindest sentiments, and I appreciate her caring.”
    

    
      Dad smiles at his response. Fenix avoids my eyes, and they both find themselves in the way of an eager Chad waiting to get through the front door. “Oh please, let me get out of your way.”
    

    
      “Wow,” Fenix says as he enters, noticing all the little boxes not yet closed and being organized for the move. “You three are really out of here soon, huh?”
    

    
      “Yep, in about ten days,” Chad responds. “And also, no more work.” Chad looks at me and Dad. “That’s right. I’m completely free. Senior and the Captain gave me the rest of my time here off. I’m free until San Diego!,” he waves a brown folder and then tosses it on the kitchen counter.
    

    
      “Congratulations,” Dad and I say in unison, but he isn’t faking the joy.
    

    
      “Okay, so, my kiteboard is in this closet,” Chad says, kicking a couple of bags in front of the closet and dragging out a toy he used once. “You’re going to love it.”
    

    
      “Can I see it?” Elliott asks.
    

    
      Chad nods. “Okay. Best we open this down in the parking lot. I gotta show you the intricacies of how to operate this thing. Dude, you will be having so much fun,” Chad exclaims, excited for Brown. He lugs the equipment out the front door and says to Fenix, “Bro, we are selling that TV and the bean bag, and even that video game system with the games, so put in an offer if you find something.” Then he heads down with Elliott.
    

    
      “Ooo I wanna see this thing too,” Dad says and follows them out, as Fenix makes his way toward me but peers past me to the floor.
    

    
      “That guitar? Is that—yeah, it is. You have this game,” Fenix now talks directly to me, in a tone that’s plain.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s so fun. But I bought it thinking it would be fun for us—Chad and I—to play when he came back from deployment. He thought it was lame right away. So we are going to sell it,” I shrug. “Did you want it?”
    

    
      He shakes his head. “Nah. I’ve played a lot at my friend’s house.”
    

    
      “Your friend?”
    

    
      “Yeah, Tracie. I told you about her a while ago. She’s… she’s become very important to me.” He makes his claim, and I hope it isn’t to hurt me. I cannot take Fenix being mean. “So what, did you ever play this?”
    

    
      “Oh, God! I was so into this game. When Chad was gone, I got so good at it—I was addicted. I saw this kid in the electronics section of a store, rocking out, and knew I had to have it, and with two guitars. I had this idea in my mind that we could play together, but we never played once.”
    

    
      He looks at the plastic guitar with a face I can’t place. 
      Nostalgia? 
      Then he speaks, 
      “Oh, well, do you wanna play with me then? Before you sell it?”
    

    
      With that, my heart beats again. I look at him, enthusiastic to play with a plastic guitar I hadn’t touched since Chad belittled it. I scramble quickly to hook it up to the TV and power the system on.
    

    
      As I place the strap around my neck, he does as well.
    

    
      “You use the strap?” he asks, as he makes his strap longer.
    

    
      I nod and he says, “Tracie doesn’t use the strap, but that’s why she never beats my score.” I hear Fenix’s old, excited tone come back into his voice. As the system powers up, and in the silence of us clicking our buttons, I become familiar again with the six-month addiction that I had tossed into the back of the TV stand. I realize that for the first time, I’m doing something I always wanted to do with Chad, but I’m doing it with Fenix—the guy who ignored every text and call, probably blocking my number. I’ve become dizzy from the dissonance, but I’ll ride out what time I can get with him. He's not my Fenix, but I’m not one to mope when he is standing and willing to entertain me unexpectedly.
    

    
      “Alright, do you play on easy or normal?”
    

    
      I scoff at the very idea and look over to an already smiling Fenix, who teases me.
    

    
      “Okay, I’m assuming you aren’t an expert, though.” I give him a definite head shake. “Wooh, neither am I,” he rejoices, and he picks hard mode.
    

    
      It’s a good challenge. We pick a song we both agree on, and the tension rises, the stakes high, my focus locked in.
    

    
      The first note comes, and we click and strum away, side by side, in sync. With each tap and hit, I make the mark, continuing the rock song without any missed chords. In the middle of the song, during a break in between notes, we look at each other, knowing we both hadn't missed a single note. In that one look, it was all there. The friendship, the passion, the what-could-have-been. For a single, perfect second, we were a team. I see the next notes falling, refocus my eyes, and jam.
    

    
      Each note, perfect. The lights, the cheering electronic crowd within the game. The song plays perfectly, with no audible signs of failure. Then comes that last strum. We hold the notes on our plastic buttons, using the in-game whammy bar to add our own flare as we slowly look at each other with a gaze of love and joy, a team formed. We both look at the TV. Two perfect scores. A wave of pure, uncomplicated joy washes over me. I look at him, and he’s already looking at me, that old, familiar smile finally breaking through his careful mask. My hands shoot up in the air as a cheer escapes my lips.
    

    
      Fenix bends down and swoops in, hugging me and lifting me a quarter inch before stopping as I tense my body, in shock.
    

    
      He lets go immediately and follows my gaze to who I am looking at: my confused dad. Fenix’s eyes dart right to mine. “I’m sorry. Sorry, I was just excited. Excited. Like, wow. That was fun, umm, sorry, umm, Mrs. Marshall. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      He grabs his hat from his flight suit’s bottom pocket and tucks it on his head, pulling the brim down low. He walks past my dad with only a shameful nod, and my dad turns his confused gaze back to me, still trying to comprehend what he saw.
    

    
      “He was just… excited,” I explain, as Dad keeps staring with his chin tilted up.
    

  
    
      Chapter 35: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn’t have escaped from there sooner, just wanting to drive away the entire time Brown and Marshall hashed out their long-winded details and promises of future good times. I shouldn’t have agreed to drive them here, but I had no choice; neither of them has their own car. I nervously pretended to listen to the radio as I sat in my car, Brown getting the hint that wrapping up things would be best, and to get him to his party.
    

    
      Driving Brown back, with him completely unaware of what had just occurred, solidified my resolve. Jessica is Marshall’s and always has been. For the first time ever, I feel sorrier for him than I do for her. Whatever Jessica and I had will be forgotten, and yet, the lesson from her will not be. That immediate, intense wanting from deep inside me to hold her tight and lift her—it was a compulsion, and as embarrassing as it was, I’m glad I did it. Her body was rigid in my arms, none of the warmth I’d expected. I felt her pull away, saw that flash of shame on her face as she looked at her father. It's the very last time I’ll make such a mistake. The game of life is getting more advanced, and those who lead with their hearts are the ones who lose. So, I lost today, but I’ll stack the wins again.
    

    
      Once on base and upstairs in Brown’s barracks room, I forget about it all, which is quite easy with my enthusiastic friend talking about his 
      new
       purchase, going on and on about his girl too. He now explains how his family from Corpus Christi, Texas would love this hobby of kite surfing, as the area is famous for its surfing, but kite surfing isn’t popular—yet. He can’t wait to show all his friends back home, and from what I’ve seen within all of the pictures he shared, Brown was legit the token black guy in his friend group as a kid.
    

    
      Brown comes out in a light tan polo, spiffy and handsome, and he poses in the mirror for fun, the friendly neighborhood black guy with pizazz that you see from the TV shows. Brown stops and looks at me. “Please don’t tell me that is what you’re wearing?”
    

    
      I nod and respond, “I know it’s plain clothes. It’s a simple life.”
    

    
      “Plain clo—nigga, you're one of those dudes who just wears his flight suit undershirts everywhere.”
    

    
      “So, I’m a nigga now?” I ask, as I’ve never heard him drop the word until now.
    

    
      “Brah,” he says in an improving pidgin accent, “look at you. Youz one nigga braddah man.”
    

    
      I burst at the seams laughing with him for a moment and offered him my only reply, “You’re retarded.”
    

    
      “But for real, you more nigga than me. You from these streets, living in poverty. You’re not just hurt, you’re damaged. I’ve been in the hood a few times to meet my extended family, and they ain’t got no story as ghetto as yours. Maybe not ghetto, but in that way they are victims of the streets and make it your problem. But you aren't like that. You earned it. I’m just a nigga ‘cause I got this delicious skin, but you know me, bro—I come from white country. My mom and dad made sure of that, and I’m so grateful to be one of the blessed niggas.”
    

    
      “Blessed?”
    

    
      “You know what I mean. All them blacks be stealing, lying, drinking, smoking, gambling; they all about that hood life and having the government pay their bills, yet calling themselves ‘kings and queens.’” He cold-switches from the hood vibe, “I learned fast that the American identity of the black people was not the identity I wanted, and they push that shit on each other or else you ain’t one of them. The moment I went through the hoods in my cousins' cities… Man, I was so ready to be around people who looked like me, but I’m so happy my parents made the right choice.”
    

    
      “Good for them. For all of you,” I say, and I understand his sentiment and where he is going, remembering the family who wanted to adopt me in Utah. It was a place where people were kind, and I always try to stop remembering that golden year. The predominantly white community, with its large streets and clean sidewalks, lawn space and backyards. All their expensive toys in plain view, as whites are generally such a high-trust people. It’s refreshing to be with a black man not trying to push a victimhood mentality onto me. 
    

    
      Perhaps, not so surprising though since the Navy’s hazing would have broken him of that victim mentality, if he had any, during his elite training, aside from his badass story of demotion by correcting that insecure pilot that overstepped. I am looking at a legend, the fruits of a good family.
    

    
      “So, what’s your waist size?” Brown asks, shaking his head, fixated on my clothes again.
    

    
      “Thirty-six, why?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I thought so. I’m a size thirty-four, but you can wear my belt and have the jeans unbuttoned.”
    

    
      “I’m good. I don’t want to wear your clothes.” I wave off his offer.
    

    
      “Bro, I’m telling you. You need to look good. I’ve only seen you wearing your stank, faded undershirts. I know you got a lot of friends in the military and this is normal, but if you want to meet good people, like civilians—who aren’t fucked up like most of us, you got to dress nice. Presentable, my man. At least every once in a while,” he scolds me with his tone and eyes that can barely look at me because I’m so repulsive all the sudden.
    

    
      I shrug but give in, pulling on his skinny dark jeans. He talks me into a pink polo, and once I put it on, I can see what his eyes see. He points out the contrast in my build and how to use my advantages, even taking me along with his mirror poses. We genuinely have a blast, and our joy brings in a few of the newest faces from our squadron’s night shift maintenance crew before they get ready for work. I'd never conversed with any of them, but Brown has, 
      as 
      always, because 
      he really is a 
      fun guy with heartfelt one-on-ones with whomever he speaks. Bottled lightning.
    

    
      As time ticked on, a few random barracks mates dropped off a couple of beers for the road. Brown finishes his last sip, marking the official start of the hail and farewell cheers and celebration, sharing these first drinks with the maintenance crew sans anyone from our shop. He finally says, “Alright Aukai, ready to head out?” he asks, his lips puffing out as he looks around for any missing items. “And don’t forget your board shorts and shirt,” he says, and I swing by his bed where they lie, forgetting and thankful for the reminder. “It’s gonna be needed for when we go out swimming tonight.”
    

    
      “Swimming?” I see he is grabbing his swim shorts as well and catching his drift. “Nah, I’m not part of that night swim they were talking about. I heard y’all wanting to spearfish and everything at the shop, but I’m good on that. I figured someone else could bring you back on base since so many of you are going.”
    

    
      “I mean, yeah, another person can bring me back, but I want you to be there,” he softens his tone into a pout. “We haven’t hung out as friends in a long while, and I’m just happy you are part of my story now. I'm really looking forward more and more to our deployment together, and I just thought you’d wanna be with me all night for the hail and farewell.” Brown’s voice theatrically ends in a whimper, mocking and shaming me with guilt over his ‘inevitable’ sadness if I’m not by his side. “Besides, you ain’t got nowhere else to be,” he states boldly, holding the bundle of his ocean attire for the night.
    

    
      “What makes you think I ain’t got plans tonight?” I rebuke his claim.
    

    
      “Cuz you’re a loser.”
    

    
      …
    

    
      The moment I parked, I regretted coming here. Jessica, I could ignore easily enough, but seeing all the coworkers again in one spot, in civilian clothes, hanging out like the old times... it was too much. Especially Senior being there with his family—his Korean wife and his three sons—with a few officers making an appearance and a few maintenance golden boys in attendance, mostly to wish Marshall a happy send-off. I waltzed up the driveway, having parked around the corner with a bunch of other cars, and stepped towards a phenomenal mansion that displayed its luxury. I wondered if this is where Jessica’s family had been staying this entire time. If so, they obviously came from affluence, which made it all the more awkward. I walked in, was met with a sea of smiles from people I couldn't stand, saw enough, and walked right back out.
    

    
      For a couple of awesome hours since, I’ve just been in my car, enjoying the island radio, parked with a slight view of Kailua beach. No one has bothered me, and I don’t think anyone misses me. I fall into the music and only wonder when Tracie is going to text me back.
    

    
      It’s been a full week since her bestie came through, and there are no hard feelings between us. I understand that Carrie isn’t into me, and I’m definitely not into her. She’s hot, but on a high horse with a demanding lifestyle of keeping up with posh female trash-talk about celebrities or making other people’s problems her drama. It didn’t take long for me to find the reasons why I’m okay with letting her and Tracie hang out on their own terms, and I’ve left them alone since Carrie arrived. Why Tracie considers her in the bestie category, I’ll likely never know.
    

    
      Sadly, I’ve stayed and slept in my old bed at the place where I actually pay rent, and its walls felt the same: forever empty, with my mom as a haunting soul within them. But at least she’s stopped smoking. 
    

    
      Mom claims she quit for Kai, saying he needs his Nene to be alive. The truth? My sister just stopped buying her cigarettes, or so I thought. She quit cold turkey before I could
       ever refuse to
       buy her another pack, so I’ll give her that. I didn’t believe her claim of quitting something I’ve seen her do my entire life and stayed silent, believing full in letting her dig herself a deeper grave as I waited until she asked for cigarette money, then I could be a cynic, but I’ve seen it with my own two eyes: Mom not smoking! Perhaps pigs can fly.
    

    
      A message finally comes through from a whiny Tracie: 
      She’s only here for two more nights, and tomorrow night we are at the strip. That sucks, we won't hang before she leaves :(
    

    
      She’s responding to my question about how much longer Carrie is on the island and throwing it in my face that I don’t like the Waikiki strip like she does. But just now, I feel a change of heart, especially since I’d far rather make an appearance tonight at the bars downtown, but it can not happen since I’m tagging along to the beach tonight. I text Tracie a surprise and let her know I’ll be their designated driver and bodyguard tomorrow night, making my rare appearance out with the ladies. I’m certain Tracie will be over the moon. Plus, I have a sense that she really wants there to be no beef between Carrie and me, which there isn’t. But I surmise that hanging out and hosting the girls in town should ease any of Tracie’s concerns. Why not go that extra mile? It is my girl, Tracie.
    

    
      As the sun fades and I sit in my car, a figure swings around and starts walking my way… Jessica. Damn! Please tell me she is not coming towards—and she is. Headed right for me. I beat her to the punch and open my car door to face her. She brushes her hair to the side and paces smoothly toward me, keeping her distance.
    

    
      “So,” she starts, “I—”
    

    
      I take my gaze past her and see Brown making his way towards us. I offer him a large smile.
    

    
      “What’s up?” I interrupt her, moving my energy towards him as he comes up behind and then beside us.
    

    
      “Nothing. Saw her coming out and figured she might be looking for you. Where have you been? Out here the entire time?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” I responded casually. “I like it out here. There’s a bit too much going on in there, you know.”
    

    
      “What! I’ve seen you around your people, and there’s no holding you back there!” Brown shouts, attempting to erase my excuse. “Get your ass in there and enjoy this fine lady’s offerings,” he says, motioning to a quiet Jessica and her parents' wealth, here to be enjoyed.
    

    
      “I, umm…” I search for an excuse but come up with the truth instead. “I feel weird, dude. Like, you don’t know. They all had very different looks for me not long ago. When you took your hit, they called you a man for it. When I took mine, they just kept hitting me, and everyone else watched—and most of them enjoyed it. I have no connection to any of those people. The only reason I even came here was for you, bro,” I say out loud, and I bet it scorched Jessica’s bogus heart, but I dared not look at her.
    

    
      Brown blushes. “Ah man, thanks. But, I mean, you can’t say you came here for me and then not hang out with me. I want people to know we are boys, at work and out of work. So, c’mon, come join us, alright?” he asks, looking at Jessica, who seems to break from a haze.
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah,” she responds, somewhat incoherently, “Come join us, Fenix. That’d be nice.”
    

    
      “Okay,” I concede. “I’ll be in shortly, right behind you, dude. But I think Jessica was just about to tell me something, probably personal, right?” I look at Jessica, and she nods.
    

    
      “Oh, okie-dokie. See you both inside.” Brown trots off, giving us space faster than he usually would.
    

    
      I look at Jessica, waiting for her to say whatever she needs to say before I begrudgingly have to be in the same space with her in her parent’s beach house, and the others who make me uncomfortable. I simply want what she has to say to be said, and that will be that. I’m certain once she’s said her piece, I won’t have anything to say back. If I just keep silent, she’ll get the hint: She is not supposed to be near me. The only person she should be with is her family. I was obviously discarded in front of her father, and I shall do the same. 
    

    
      As I stare impatiently, Jessica doesn’t know what she’s supposed to say. She finally opens her mouth. “Please follow me?” she asks, gesturing back to the mansion.
    

    
      I nod and walk behind her as she leads us to the large lot for cars. In the silence, Jessica leads me to her SUV. She then opens the back trunk door and pulls out a large, rectangular black book, thick with materials, looking like a work of art. She hands it over to me and says, “Please open it.”
    

    
      I open it. The first page stops my breath. It's a painting—two women in kimonos on a red wooden bridge, surrounded by cherry blossoms and an ancient, surreal Japanese landscape. I look at her. A smile is rising on Jessica’s face. I look back, and page after page, I am more stunned at what I’m holding. A few girls riding rainbows clouds. Wheat fields with waves. Face close ups of random people. Soccer kicks. Starry nights with two of us looking up. 
      Did she truly make this?
       I look at Jessica again, her smile becoming more apparent and less hidden, possibly at the shock on my face as I realize that such beauty could actually come from within her mind.
    

    
      “I made this for you.”
    

    
      My hip drops and my knees almost buckle. It’s all too much, but I know it’s gotten all too real. I turn away from Jessica, her gift in my hand, and say before leaving, “Tell Brown I had to leave.”
    

  
    
      Chapter 36: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I text Fenix that I’m an idiot. A crazy idiot. I'm hoping he will get the message this time, but I text in vain, knowing he’ll never get any of them. This is the very last time I’ll see him, I know it! I never got to explain what he meant to me in my dark days, or how those days have only gotten darker since I knowingly dragged him into my mess. That’s all I’ve done: mess with him and be delusional. I’ve been a walking, talking liar and fraud. Fuck.
    

    
      The entire night, I’ve been pacing with my phone clutched in my hand, praying for a text that I fully know will never come. I want to throw my phone away and check myself into a looney bin where I can finally scream the truth out loud and see what the doctors have to say. Him being so in shock at the love I put into the notebook’s paper for him was my only hope of what happened when he ran away, but I’m certain now he took my gift to burn it, as it’s only more evidence of me, a person he obviously has avoided. My own hands, thoughts and heart are the only problems I truly have, making Chad feel like only a consequence of my idiocy.
    

    
      As the last of the guests parade out of my parents’ house, Mom and Dad sense my agitation. They ask what’s on my mind, but I bat them away. It’s not hard for them to see through me. Soon, I leave for the night to go back to my apartment for one of the last nights I’ll reside in that dingy dwelling. I know I'll cry myself to sleep once Faye is down in her crib and will find such a release when I pour my emotions into that crummy bed I hate more and more, each passing night under Chad’s dominion. 
    

    
      As Dad grabs some more of the crackers and cheese from the leftover platters on the kitchen’s huge center table, he gives me the eye. “Come here.”
    

    
      I push myself to walk towards him. “Okay. What’s really wrong? You can tell me. No one is here and I won’t judge, you know that.”
    

    
      “Nothing. It’s really nothing,” I reply, a crack forming in my wall coming through my lying voice, my eyes begging themselves not to release the floodgates.
    

    
      “Is it Aukai, your friend?” My head jerks up. Dad has a sort of confirmation in his eyes as he looks at me. “So, you might be finding yourself infatuated with the young man?” he pries.
    

    
      I look into my dad’s soul through his ever-knowing gaze and want to tell him everything. Every dirty and lovely detail about Fenix. Dad looks as if he’s willing to find any way to help me climb myself out of this grave I’ve dug, but I can’t tell him. I could never. I just stand there with my throat clenched and dry, on the verge of fainting from the sickness in my gut, as if I’ve swallowed a large wrench. My panic is palpable. Dad feels me shaking and comes in to hold me, hugging me deep and kindly. I hold on to my old man, filled with a love I could only have for this patient, wise father of mine.
    

    
      “You know,” he says, “I remember when I was younger and first dating your mom, there was an interesting woman I knew. Of course, we were just friends and my loyalty was to Susan, but there were things that were special about this woman; she had qualities your mom doesn’t. Of course, your mom has qualities this friend of mine didn’t either,” he confesses. “This young woman, she was the bee’s knees, I tell ya. What made her special was her excitement to turn every corner. To look under every rock. Ask any question. A rebel without a cause. She stood up to anything that wanted imbalance, a true hippie. A lovely young spirit who nearly stole my heart. I did wonder, every so often, what would have happened if I had told her how I felt, if I had left your mom in pursuit of that young girl all those years ago.”
    

    
      “And?” I ask.
    

    
      “And I hope she is happy. She truly deserves it.”
    

    
      “But, are you happy? With Mom?”
    

    
      “Without your mom, I would’ve never known you or Ben. The moment I met you, I never wondered what that other life would have been.” He looks at me intently. “You brought me into a new world, Jessica. The old one dies when you meet your child. I don’t want you to believe there could be another suitor for you.” Dad gives his warning, and tells me that we were the cage he chose and telling me how marvelous it was to be ours.
    

    
      I shy away from his embrace a bit to see his caring face shining upon me. I want to tell him even more about what’s happened in the dark between Fenix and I, but I can only muster, “It’s not like that with Fenix. He’s just a friend.”
    

    
      “Hmmm,” he reconsiders his approach. “Well then, that’s good. Perhaps I’m seeing too much into it. But all I want is an answer to why you’ve moped around this entire time, and I hoped it wasn’t in any way infidelity. So if you were developing any closer-than-needed connection with this young man, make sure it ends immediately, because you have Faye, and she is now a huge part of our world. Your mother and I need to know you and her are secure, and security doesn’t come from any other man than your husband.”
    

    
      I hug Dad again, closer and harder than before, and he slightly giggles with the knowledge that only a father can teach with a chuckle. He adds, “And off the record, young lady—I think that Aukai fellow is sort of into you.” My ears perk. I push away from him and see a cheeky smile on his face. “But he’s a little too late. Chad has beaten him to you. But who could blame any man? You are quite the little package,” he blusters, as if it’s the truth, but is such a lie.
    

    
      I want to roll my eyes to fend off his words, but I mustn’t stray. I hold Dad by his forearms and face him, prepared to finally tell him everything. “Dad, I have to tell you something.” He stands prepared.
    

    
      “Frank,” Mom calls out, “are you in the kitchen?” she asks as she makes her way toward us. I stopped what I was going to explain, needing to find the courage to say this to both of them, to tell them the truth about Fenix and why I must leave with Chad. “Oh, there you both are. I put Faye down a moment ago. Did you want to take her home now or did you plan on staying the night here?”
    

    
      “I may be staying with you two for as long as I can, if you’ll still have me after what I have to say,” I say, opening a prelude, almost certain they’ll have their brains fried by what I am about to lay on them. I think for a moment, then say, “Mom. Dad. We need to have a talk. A big talk.”
    

    
      “Oh?” Mom says in confusion, and I can see Dad preparing for the testimony he wanted in the first place. Just as they make their way to the couch, my phone’s notification ring comes through. I check it and my heart freezes.
    

    
      It’s Fenix! 
      Jessica, call me when you can. I wish to see you one last time before you leave.
    

    
      “Is everything okay?” Mom asks while I’m stunned silent. I can’t tell them a thing now. I must know first what Fenix wants of me. I search for a reason and say, “It’s kind of important. I must take this.” I watch Dad’s knowing gaze form an opinion as Mom looks eager to let me handle my affairs.
    

    
      I walk out the front door and immediately call Fenix as I walk past the driveway to the road. He answers.
    

    
      “Hi,” I hear the softness of his voice. “Sorry, but yeah, thanks for calling.”
    

    
      “Hi. No worries. I am just confused and wanted to say sorry about not explaining myself. The art book I gave you, it’s—”
    

    
      “It’s the most beautiful and precious thing I’ve ever held,” he says, his voice plain, yet infused with a love I’d almost forgotten. It’s the voice of 
      My Fenix
      . “But I, uh, I—when can I see you again?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Where are you?”
    

    
      “I’m in my bedroom, hoping I can show you how much you mean to me and how much you’ll always mean to me, now and forever.”
    

    
      “What?” I ask, and feel my heart melt for him.
    

    
      “It’s honestly something I can’t tell you. Like the book, it’s something you can only be shown.”
    

    
      “Okay,” I take his cryptic message as my mind runs wild. “So, I don’t really know what to do.”
    

    
      “Well, I’ll just send you my home address and you can come whenever you can. I’m in no rush. If you find a convenient time before you leave the island, just let me know. Okay?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Yeah, okay,” I submit, my mind racing for the soonest I can make it to him.
    

    
      “Thank you, Jessica. You’ve made me happier than you know, and hopefully soon, you will always know that I love you.” His words pierce through me, sounding entirely genuine.
    

    
      “I—I…”
    

    
      “Shhh, I know. Just come when you can. I’ll let you go now and send you my address. Bye, dear,” he says as he disconnects, leaving me speechless. I look at my phone, his address not yet arrived but already burning a hole in my screen. My parents are on the couch, waiting for the 'big talk.' The truth. But the truth could wait. This couldn't. 
    

    
      I take a steady, deliberate breath, the lie already forming on my lips, my heart pounding with the thrill and terror of choosing him. Just this once, over everything else. I must now convince my parents to watch Faye and to not ask where I’m going. I’ll tell them not to wait up if I’m gone long, because this will likely be my only chance. Away from Chad, away from my family, this is it. With Fenix expressing his love again, I can’t miss this opportunity.
    

  
    
      Chapter 37: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      She messages me she’s on the way, a response that took only a few minutes after I sent the address. It’s been twenty minutes now. I’m nervous to show her, and I don’t know why. It’s for her. I’m for her.
    

    
      In one fell swoop, Jessica shattered my reality. Then, she imploded all the broken pieces of me back together with a single, undeniable truth. As I stare at her lovely creation, so multi-dimensional in its art style, I’m unsure what to call her other than a genius. Dozens and dozens of hours spent making this for me. As I stared at the work of a woman who loved me, I was struck with one truth.
    

    
      This is the first gift anyone has ever made for me.
    

    
      No person has ever sat and thought about me long enough to create something. I have been trained to jump out of a helicopter to save someone else’s life, no matter who they are. Why? So others may live? None of that shit makes sense anymore. Only Jessica makes sense. I thought of her face when I saw her earlier—so defeated, yet hopeful. A hope I had almost extinguished. I absorbed what had happened earlier tonight. She had been thinking of me, creating this beauty 
      for me
      , all while I had been trying to spit her from my mind. The contrast was staggering. I don’t know why, but I’ve been randomly feeling happy tears while lying in bed, anxiously awaiting her imminent arrival. I sit up and put on an old shirt to cover my new flesh wound, looking down one last time at the first ink on my body, located on my right pec.
    

    
      When I had jumped into my car to speed away from her, I started to smile at how wonderful life was, knowing I finally had a friend all along. I was upset that I had blocked her from every angle of communication, not knowing what she’d been going through. I'd never experienced such empathy for someone so isolated into herself. She needed reassurance that she was safe. She needed to be protected. Saved, both in memory and in the physical world. That’s when Jessica’s voice chimed in my head—a memory of her shocked face when she told me about Tori's ex-boyfriend tattooing Tori's name on his back after their breakup. I’d thought it was stupid at the time, but in that moment, I saw something in Jessica's face. She wasn't focused on the breakup; she was awed by the commitment. I could see in her eyes a deep yearning to be wanted in permanence, to be etched into someone's life. I could see it in her telling eyes—a deep yearning to be wanted that way, to be permanently etched into someone’s life.
    

    
      So I did what I knew I must.
    

    
      I came home, printed out the name 'Jessica' in a font I liked, walked into the closest tattoo bar, looked at a female artist, and asked if she was available. And away we went. What an interesting experience, surrounded by people wearing their convictions and expressions in ink. I was surprised at how clinical and clean the operation was, dispelling a few misconceptions I had.
    

    
      When she placed the transferable ink stencil below my right collarbone, and before applying the ink, she asked, “So who is this lucky lady, Jessica?”
    

    
      “Someone else's wife,” I responded bluntly, with a knowing grin.
    

    
      The lady simply nodded and went to work, inscribing her name into me.
    

    
      As I endured the irritating scrape of the needle, surrounded by the buzz of tattoo guns and conversation, my mind went quiet and contemplative. Persecution from anyone didn’t matter. All have persecuted me. I only realize now that Jessica is the one who loved me, who 
      showed
       me she does, and my only fear is losing her. No one else has ever shown up for me, and I couldn’t let her think I wouldn’t do the same for her. Not for the rest of my life. I know I would jump out of a helicopter for her safety and security.
    

    
      So that she may live. And screw others.
    

    
      I’ve looked in the mirror too many times since I’ve branded and anchored her name into my life, while everyone in my life has left or been taken away. My mother, my sister, Diana... even Jessica is leaving, about to be shipped to San Diego. But a name in ink? That doesn't leave. It stays. It's a promise that can't be broken.
    

    
      It’s been enough time. I make my way out of my bedroom and pass by my mom’s room, listening to one of her TV series where she screams at people showcasing their raunchy paternity test results, cheering for all the women dancing on a live stage because they have this man who has to pay them for the rest of their lives. It's a sad spectacle. In this world, men are just eighteen-year government-enforced contracts to these types of women.
    

    
      Now at the front door, I stand and wait, more nervous and jittery. She’s never been here, nor does she know anything about me or my real life. What's to hide? My past is a wreck, and so is hers. But none of that matters anymore. All that matters is what we build from here—if she’ll have me.
    

  
    
      Chapter 38: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I creep slowly around Fenix’s street, knowing his turn is nearby and wishing I had one of those new phones with an interactive screen rather than reading the directions on my flip phone’s crappy web browser. I’ll keep assuming I’m near his home and haven’t passed it yet.
    

    
      My entire body keeps screaming at me that Fenix wants me. 
      To show me something?
       What changed in him when he saw my book? How did I reach him? 
      To make Fenix say he loved me?
       Will what he said even last, or is it just for tonight? His address, his space, and hopefully, his room… and even if it’s not for sex, my mind keeps wanting it to be. My skin has grown sensitive on this drive, a deep yearning for his touch, his potent elixir. I want Fenix to live through me however I can be for him. I want him to take control and even give his demands and expectations of me tonight, and each will be fulfilled without hesitation, and even if Fenix was selfish or short-lived with his touch, I’d be more pleased than I ever could be with Chad. It’s sex, that’s what he wants, it has to be… damn it. I can’t stop.
    

    
      I slow down and see the turn into his driveway, swinging my SUV towards Fenix’s home. He walks out through his front door, already waiting, directing me where to park, looking radiant and grateful in a way I’ve never seen from him. I park and eagerly make my way up his front steps to him. “Hi.”
    

    
      He nods and opens his home to me. As I squeak by him, he closes the door, and I immediately notice his place is far more spacious than our apartment. Perfect for his mom, sister, and her child—a generosity Chad never showed us. I adore the fact that Fenix is this nurturing and his instinct is to give even his crude family such a living space compared to how Chad housed us. 
    

    
      He leads me straight down the hallway, and stands in front of the first door, where I hear a TV on. I presume it's his mom. We pass a bathroom, then an empty room with a few boxes, and then go into his room: a queen-sized bed on the floor and my gift on top, a computer desk and laptop, and a few uniform items on the floor. I’m looking at a plain man’s bachelor room. I look back at Fenix as he closes the door behind him, locks it, and we look at each other in the quiet under his bedroom lighting.
    

    
      “Thanks for coming.” I nod at him, squeamish about his next move. He continues, “How’d you get away from your parents so fast?”
    

    
      “I told them I needed a really, really long drive, and that was it.”
    

    
      “Okay, makes sense. Hopefully they buy that.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t lying. I took a long drive. Just so you know, it ended up being the strangest timing when you texted me, too.”
    

    
      “Oh yeah. Why’s that?”
    

    
      “Because—I was just about to confess everything about us to my parents. About how I fell for you, and how confused I was, and how I'm not with you anymore, and how I never want to be with Chad anymore,” I confess from my heart.
    

    
      “Wow,” he is struck, a smile showing such endearment for every word from my mouth, which then shifts to an impatient anxiety. “Okay, so I don’t know why, but now I’m really nervous. But I shouldn’t be. I’m just… give me a second.”
    

    
      I step back, watching My Fenix look somehow vulnerable. I can now see he wants me through his basketball shorts, swollen and lifted. 
      Put him in your mouth,
       the thought intrudes, yet I wait for him to break from his motionless, silent spell.
    

    
      “Okay,” he says, reaching both hands towards his shirt. He very slowly pulls the shirt over his head, and I impulsively lunge into him, hugging his bare skin against my body as I should have earlier today, surprising him as he was blind from undressing for a split second. I feel his bulge needing me. I thrust my hand behind his loose shorts, grab his cock and fall to my knees—
    

    
      “No,” he stops me and pulls away. “No, no, no.” I don’t know what I did wrong as he places his hands under my armpits and lightly lifts me to my feet as I stare into his eyes. “I don’t want that from you.” The words are a splash of cold water. It's the one thing I was so sure he wanted, the one thing I knew how to give. And he's turning it down.
    

    
      My gaze looks at an oily mark upon his chest and I see my name. Dark. Permanent.
    

    
      “No. No no no no no. NO! No? No… No… NO! Oh no.” My brain fries as I can only repeat no in every way possible, all while he stands there, happy with himself.
    

    
      …
    

    
      My eyes are becoming tired, although I keep talking to him because my brain won’t shut down. I haven’t checked my phone’s clock in a long while, but I’m assuming that it’s almost three o'clock in the morning. My throat is raspy and dry. In between our talks, we peck each other on the lips, and even while we are talking, we will kiss as we explain our lives away. He smiles at me, reassuring me that all the choices he made and didn’t make, all the trespasses against him and his own trespassing on others, have all been worth it. I listen to him, staring at him on the bed as we lay on our sides.
    

    
      Fenix set a standard I deeply respect: we are best friends who love each other. Our lovemaking, he said, was phenomenal, but it would only complicate things until I was free from the ring I was just about to throw away tonight, but his rightful stipulation is the divorce papers signed. He is sworn to me, and he has even asked that I not have sex with Chad, and I feel ashamed he felt the need to. We poured the truth out to each other, and one of my confessions was my non-exaggerated disgust at what was now expected of me from Chad, spurred on by my parents. 
    

    
      Fenix admits to blocking me and finding it so funny how the universe just wanted us to still collide. He wanted nothing to do with me and I’m still in a traumatic state of mind. I found I only hurt him when I’m not honest, and I’ll never hurt him again. 
    

    
      My eyes consistently jump from my Fenix’s face to my name on his chest, just marveling at what he has done, so boldly, and all I did was care about him enough to create something for him to give him some joy, and never expected such a pivot. Who would’ve? He’s sporadically complimented me, naming me an unidentified genius, and he talked about the future, saying that if we were together, he’d give me all the wall space in our home and my own studio to paint and create. And if any painting didn’t sell, he’d purchase them.
    

    
      I reel at his stories of triumph all night, foster homes and orphanage living, the family that almost adopted him, and his grueling crush on this family’s slightly older daughter, and his dreams shattered by his only other love, and how all his friends were her friends, and how lonely he’s actually been his entire life.
    

    
      Fenix caught me up about his recent life, about having to kick out his sister months ago, which surprised me, explaining that her addiction to all drugs and her tragic treatment of her own son meant he couldn't enable her behavior anymore—hence the empty room. Then he spoke of this fun Tracie girl taking him in as a friend at a crucial time, just when he felt he had already become a hopeless cynic. Fenix even has an irrational fear of horses and a deep love for the ocean's mysteries. He wants to find out what he's good at, convinced he has no natural talents. Not singing nor music, language nor crafting—nothing that came naturally, except for being physically strong.
    

    
      That’s what I suppose I expect from him: strength, as I am nothing but frail and weak.
    

    
      His grandest dream, he told me, was merely to have a family and kids of his own. His yearning to be a father, and his pain seeing kids being treated as anything other than a blessing. He confessed he has no idea how to be a father, only that nothing else calls to him more. He spoke of the cruel irony that with a face he was recklessly given, he never thought someone like me—someone he'd want to have kids with—would ever show up. That he'd have to settle for a very ugly woman or become a multi-millionaire just to attract any average girl to have his baby and make him a father, but knowingly having to lure in a desirable girl with the comforts of wealth made him depressed.
    

    
      “So,” he sits up, a strange look in his eyes as he asks, “Why haven’t you asked about my scar?”
    

    
      “You know, babe, it’s simply because it’s the most uninteresting thing about you,” I confess. “But I know your sister did it, and you don’t like talking about her, so we don’t have to talk about it. I’ve already heard enough about her for one night.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Well, you’ve come this far and I feel it’s right you know, but don’t get depressed or anything, okay? I would've never fallen so in love with you had I never had this deformed face.” I feel my face grimace at him for implying he is anything but pristine. “Okay, okay. I’ve gotten some practice at this lately so...”
    

    
      He clears his throat. “I had just turned into a sophomore, and I had been on the island for about a year by then. I hated life, seriously. Mom used to use us as free labor, finding any neighbor who’d pay money for Asia and me to clean someone’s home, stating we had to earn our food. While Asia worked part-time as a waitress at any nearby diner that would take her, Mom would use me for physical labor. One time, Mom got us a job a couple of towns down to clear out an old lady's entire home. Mom and Asia were indoors cleaning while I was out in this tall grass and rock side-yard. I was supposed to take all the junk that had accumulated and was grown over, removing all the scrap metal. Mom and Asia got into a fight and Mom demanded Asia go help me out. Asia was all pissed, while I was diligent and minding my own business, cutting the weeds and removing the buried, interconnected metal,” he says, reliving and mimicking him doing work and avoiding the psychopath.
    

    
      “While I was out there with Asia, hearing her complaining, she stopped and said something just so fucking gross. ‘Ey Fenix, I seent your dick wen youz come out da shower and it’s still one banger like wen youz was one little keiki. I was telling my fren Char about you, and she’s interested in you. Talkin' 'bout how she like give you one blow job, yea?’ I was sick to my stomach, watching the enjoyment on her face, and I gave her the most disgusted look. I wanted to forget she even said such a thing, and I went back to trying to remove some more weeds. Then she screams at me, ‘Ey, I was just trying fo get you laid, yea!’”
    

    
      “I stood back up, looked at Asia, and just hated everything about her. Every day since I was with them, I’d regretted making such a big deal, searching for them instead of being adopted by a good family, only to become their slave, giving them my money under the threat of not eating. They were both so sick in the head and still are. So I just said to Asia, ‘You are such a whore.’” Standing tall, he looks off to nowhere but is staring at his sister again as he retells it.
    

    
      “I saw the offense she took, and I felt so vindicated in just telling her the truth. I went straight back to work, my head down and smiling. About ten seconds later, I hear Asia scream, ‘Ey, Fenix!’ and I smiled even bigger because I had so much more to say to her. So just as I swung my face to her, I felt the crush and slash. Pow!” His forearm comes up and covers his face.
    

    
      I stay still, attempting not to show Fenix my pain.
    

    
      “It was instant blood,” he says. “And it was a lawnmower blade she threw, a rusty one and so heavy, probably twenty pounds. I don’t know how she was able to throw it so hard. Once it crushed and slashed my face, it fell right onto my left toe. At the time, I felt the pain from the drop in my toe more than my face.” Fenix shows me his right foot with its little gash, while I was in shock and suspense as to why his tone is slightly excited, even—chipper? “Asia immediately said, ‘Oops, I’m sorry,’ which then turned into her screaming in horror once she saw the damage. She just ran into that old woman’s home. I just remember feeling my skin draped over my hand, my dirty, rusty hands trying to stop the blood and push my skin back on. I rushed into that poor lady's house and bled everywhere until I found the bathroom to see my face. And I’ve looked different ever since.” And he shrugs it off.
    

    
      I stare at my Fenix’s face and love his scar so much more.
    

    
      He continues on, like he forgot the good part, “And oh, they wrapped me up with that poor, old lady’s towel and rushed me out of there, all while giving me a concoction of pills. I had no idea what they were, but they said they were painkillers. With my entire head wrapped, I was blind, just stumbling to the car. They drove me to the ‘doctor,’ or so they said, but it was really just my Mom’s crack dealer,” he scoffs and rolls his eyes. “I was out of my mind. He told me to swig alcohol—it was my first time, by the way—and it was all a blur from there. I was drowsy, in slow motion. I should’ve stopped what that man was doing. I should’ve known I was in trouble when I saw him grinding up some roots and herbs in a bowl, adding his spit into it and grinded away to make a paste. Mom kept assuring me he was great and well-known, that he was some 
      kahuna 
      healer, the best on the island, Mom claimed. He went to work on me, and I barely saw or felt anything. They wrapped me up and were so thankful they didn’t incur a hospital bill. My mom scolded Asia for what she had done, but it soon became apparent that they were more worried I couldn't make them as much money with a fucked up face. You are harder to hire with a face like this,” he tells the story of his own mutilation with the casual air of someone recounting a funny movie they once saw. The smile never leaves his face.
    

    
      “After a couple of days, the pain became so unbearable and their drugs weren’t working. I could feel my face becoming more swollen, sensitive, infected, and even smelling rotten.” He makes all the faces and animates more, “I insisted I go to the hospital, and when they looked under my bandage, Asia and mom agreed. Like, fuck that. They took me straight to the emergency room. Mom was ripping into her again, screaming that Asia was going to pay the medical bill, while I just stayed silent. Gosh, the doctors—you should have seen their faces. This one younger Asian doctor, he was horrified, and I could feel his anger towards the two of them as they were arguing about paying, but were never repentant. The doctors cut out the fishing-line stitching and removed all the herbal shit that was a slimy sewage stuck in my face for those forty-eight hours. It was a mess.” I can’t. I look away, but still see in my mind the vivid image of his flesh festering on his young face.
    

    
       “Even the antibiotics did little to stop the pus from seeping out of my freshly re-stitched face for the next few months. I was supposed to get more reconstructive surgeries, but Mom insisted I looked fine, that it wasn’t going to get better and that Asia was already going to be drowning in my medical debt for a decade. Why punish her more, she begged. As it turns out, my sister didn’t pay a dime. I was covered by a government subsidy since my mom had no job. And yeah. That was that.” Fenix inspects my face as I stare, horrified. “You are taking the story rather well.”
    

    
      I give him a heartfelt kiss on his face, and he continues. “And you know that girl, Char, that wanted to blow me? Well, I saw her at school. I forget what she said, but it was something along the lines of my face getting what it deserved for rejecting her. I went right up into her face, showing her mine inches away. She started punching my healing face, but all I did was roar at her with ferocity. She realized she was being covered in my blood as she tried to push me away with her fists, busting a couple of my stitches. She hadn't realized I was fucking crazy and so done with my life. I kept chasing her, putting my face in hers, hoping she’d beat even more blood out of me. Man, was she terrified, and I never touched her, but she never forgot when she touched me. She never crossed me again after that day. I remember being so pissed. In those few minutes, I had plans to go full rage mode, come back with two machettes. I already had names in my mind. I went pretty dark. I had been covered in my blood, again, for the school to see, just staring, astonished and… then Diana came,” he mentions the girl who broke his heart when he found her cheating, but seems he is about to expand.
    

    
      “Diana,” he smiles. “She saved all their lives that day,” Fenix laughs about murdering his peers. “She rushed up to me and placed her swimming team’s hoodie across my bloodied face and I saw, for the first time, someone showed me such pity with such kind eyes who was my age. She really did come off as an old and, ya know, gentle soul the entire time I knew her. We started hanging out, and she shared her lunch with me…her presence in my life at that time made me not choose violence from there on out. And yeah, that was that.” Another shrug, and I wonder if this is the man I ever knew. How new is this Fenix on mine?
    

    
      “Do you still talk to Diana?” I prod in a tone that lets him know I’m prodding as I resist the urge to use my finger to trace my name on his chest.
    

    
      “No,” he scoffs and smiles in such a ridiculous manner. “She’s the one who broke my heart, and I’m not here to forgive her to the point of ever talking to her again. I mean, we dated in high school as you know, and yeah, she was the pretty girl. I’d constantly get either props or taunts for dating her, but Diana says she just felt safe with me. Char had been bullying Diana before then, so I know now she just needed a body guard. I didn’t press my luck with her ever though, and I didn’t want to accept that that was my role. She came off as having such a pure heart, I never wanted to intrude on the trust she had for me. She was my first love, first kiss, and yeah, my first time. She was a lot of firsts. And you know, it was not until tonight that I feel like I’ve finally forgiven her. I forgive her because of you. I almost feel like I can even forget her name as I look at you.” 
    

    
      He romances me, just as he has all night, dismantling my defenses with his radical honesty. He had given Diana everything, his first and only. And she had shattered it. 
    

    
      “But, what did I really do? You just forgive everyone because I love you?” I need to know more.
    

    
      “You are here, in my room, talking to me, loving me. That’s what you do. Nothing else needs to be said or done. Every single story of my life led to you. I swear, I could’ve been dumb enough to—oh, I never told you the details,” he 
      pauses
       and gathers his thoughts, “the long story short is that Diana became pregnant with some other dude’s kid right after we had gotten engaged. I lost my virginity to her, and she ‘said’ it was her first time too, but I’ll never really know. She begged me for money for the abortion, saying it was our unborn baby, but that our timing to be parents wasn't quite right, which was mostly contradictory to what we wanted. I regretfully caved in because she kept crying, and I only found out because a mutual friend at the time slipped up, texted me instead of her about the whole situation. So yeah, I helped pay for Diana to murder her and some other dude’s baby. Oh, and last I heard, she’s getting a divorce.” He shakes the story of his back with a classic shrug, as if it’s his new thing. A wave of pure, protective fury washed over me. I wanted to find this Diana and make her hurt the way she had hurt him. He can forgive her, I won’t.
    

    
      Fenix is so nonchalant about his confessions with me, in a relaxed state of reflection rather than reliving it as a victim. As he stops, his story done, I move my entire body into his and repeatedly kiss every portion of his wounded face. With every kiss, I hope it erases whatever plaque is left on his heart. After a few loving and longing kisses, Fenix steadies his head back from mine and says, “Hey babe, I’m sorry to have to tell you this—your breath stinks, but I have a new toothbrush in my bathroom you can use.”
    

    
      I pull back, stunned. And then, a laugh escapes me—a real, unburdened laugh, peppering him more with my mouth’s stench. After a night of soul-baring confessions, life-altering tattoos, and stories of unimaginable pain, this is what brings us back to earth. This silly, mundane, honest-to-a-fault man. My Fenix.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 39: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      A text came through on Jessica’s phone. “My dad,” she whispered. I knew the time was late, but I didn’t know it was so late the sun was about to start making an appearance. She’s bundling up, placing her hoodie back on, and I’m in love, unlike any time before. It is a maturing love born from the worst circumstances, I understand this, but I trust her and myself enough to know that she is with me for life. She is going to have a talk with her parents very soon and was just about to, and as for me, I don’t ever care to have a talk with my mom about Jessica. She’ll find out one day.
    

    
      Jessica jumps up in a final jitter and I stand up, towering above her, ready to separate for now. I unlock and open my door and lead her out to the front. I hear footsteps from Mom’s room, almost storming toward her door. I skedaddle, but it’s too late. Mom pops out and intentionally stares down Jessica in a gruff and threatening way.
    

    
      “Ey, who’s she? You both laughing all night. I seent her before—your work fren, dat his wife from work? She’s da one with da little baby, yea?” Jessica freezes a bit, as do I, but I quickly scoot her out the door. I suppose Jessica was at the squadron as the 
      voluntold
       support party, welcoming our deployment back that day I arrived back.
    

    
      “Jus one fren,” I responded in her pidgin.
    

    
      “Oh, yea!?” Mom doubts loudly. I give a quick wave bye to a somewhat frightened Jessica. I close the door and turn to face Mom without my shirt on. “Oh, let me guess her name—Jessica!” she sasses and sneers.
    

    
      …
    

    
      It’s been fun sleeping in my own bed for the first time. I slept like a baby, and it was the heat that woke me up, a flash of sweat on my sore chest skin bringing a smile to my face. I hadn’t received a text from Jessica yet, and I hope she slept in also, but I’m sure her newly toddling daughter won’t allow her such a luxury.
    

    
      As I walk into the bathroom, I no longer try to avoid my face in anger, but instead look at the tattoo of my woman. I loved watching my own mother’s face when she saw Jessica’s name on me. She tried egging me on for answers: Is she still married? Does her husband know where she is? Where’s her baby? Not a peep from me. I just walked by her, shut my door, slept in peace, and waking up to this grand day.
    

    
      While I finish getting myself ready, taking my time to find my best attire to show Tracie and her gang of girls a good time tonight, I find the only real fashionable clothing I own and only bought for the squadron’s Christmas ball the first year I was at the squadron. I'm a bit over-dressed, but my formal wear should get a good rise outta Tracie.
    

    
      I make my way out of my room with the foreknowledge that I’ll be running into Mom, as she’s been in the living space since I woke up making little noises. As our eyes meet, she calls, “So what? You got no answers for me?” Mom doesn’t understand how her questions meeting my utter silence is pure joy for me. “You gon get caught you know, and she's trapping you, yea. You dressing like dat fo take her town? You betta put on one rubba, I’m telling you. Why you even banging da kines man’s wife?” she relents.
    

    
      I drink and eat, lost in my own thoughts as Mom bocks like a chicken, my silence coming across as abusive to her. After I finish a glass of milk and two peanut butter sandwiches, with her random questions, accusations, and shitty life advice being thrown at me like insults, I stand up, grab my keys, and head for the front door. I get a text notification.
    

    
      “Who’s dat, Jessica?” she lambastes, but I have found the perfect words to sum up my feelings about her ever knowing Jessica.
    

    
      “If you ever talk about Jessica again and ask me any questions about this—you aren’t fucking living here.” I plant the clear instructions in her mind, so pleased with my new relationship with mom; the one where I don't give a shit. I watch the shocking truth land and her expression of judgement immediately wilt to fear. I’m in charge, and she has no entitlement to my living quarters.
    

    
      I check my phone while my mom stands silently. It’s Iulia, asking if I have a moment to call her. My heart flutters with a unique wanting of giving grace I’ve never experienced at her request; a smile spreads across my face. I could finally offer an honest forgiveness to Iulia, and even to Diana. If anything, Diana needs a friend since she’s likely had a rough marriage, especially to have divorced so quickly, and while I don’t know why, I hedge my bets that it was a rough marriage. I’m complete as two, who want to make more of us. I’d been ignoring her previous texts, but I believe she’s on the verge of arriving on the island soon, so I might as well give her my warm welcome.
    

    
      I walk out the door, leaving the fuming toddler in the form of my mother, keeping my silence and reign over her. I walk out with all the control of my own home, and I entertain the idea of dropping some fake, juicy details around Mom about Jessica in the coming days just so that she won’t be able to help herself and ask questions. I’ve never seen one of my actions torture her so much. I can kick her out of my life, but first, I want to connect with Iulia. I'm able to forgive and understand more that my suffering was part of the bigger plan to find the person who first cared.
    

    
      I plop in my sports car and call Iulia, waiting for her sweet voice. “Oh yes, Fenix. How are you? Is this a good time?” she asks, nervous.
    

    
      “Very good time. What’s happening on your side?”
    

    
      “Just getting ready to go to the island again. I miss Hawaii so much. I’m sorry, I feel like I was bothering you, and I am sure that I should be bringing up—” she pauses.
    

    
      “Diana?” I say, lighthearted, a smile in my voice knowing that she is trying not to misstep. “Please, don't worry. I really, really am cool about what happened between Diana and I, promise.”
    

    
      “Oh, well, that’s good. I mean, I know you haven’t talked to her, but I guess you mean you aren’t upset with her anymore.”
    

    
      “Correct. I am not angry.” I feel pride rising within me. “I mean, I have a partner now. Truly, I can’t be mad now that I've found my love.”
    

    
      “Fenix!? You have a—whoa. Wow. Congratulations! Is she there with you?”
    

    
      “Nah, she just left this early morning. She’s about to be on the mainland for a little while. Hoping she can come back here.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Yeah, or I could go there, if things work out that way. I don’t have a preference. She has a family thing happening and, well, it’s getting complicated for her to stay. But I’m about to deploy anyway, so…”
    

    
      “Oh, you are deploying soon?”
    

    
      “Yeah, got about a few months before leaving. Looking forward to this one too.”
    

    
      “That’s amazing, Fenix, really. I thought you might be ignoring me because I mentioned Diana, but you were just busy on your side.”
    

    
      “No,” I correct her. “I was totally ignoring you, to be honest. I didn’t want to forgive you, or her. But I’m turning a new leaf, so to tell you the truth, I am happy and filled with love that you didn’t give up on contacting me. I still want to see you, and even Diana if she is still coming with you.”
    

    
      “You make my heart so happy, Fenix,” she yelps with joy. “Oh, you don’t know how you healed my heart. Thank you. Oh, but I actually called because I was wondering if you could help us. Do you know anyone renting a room for cheap?,” and I feel embarrassment in her tone. “We thought we could get a one-room apartment and share, but those are like $2,000 on the low side! So we are looking at rooms to rent online, but we can’t even look at any of them until we get there. My work is in the downtown area and I have my friends and family in Kahuku who want to help, but that’s two hours away. So I am just putting out the word. If you know anyone in town, or at least closer than North Shore who also is able to rent a room in a couple of months for less than $2,000, please let me know.” As she said all of this and continued on, I felt my skin crawl with pleasure, wanting to be courteous and righteous, and to show it in full display. I believe this to be a divine test for myself. To prove that Jessica's love had truly changed me. It was the right thing to do.
    

    
      I could be insane, but I push through and offer, “Well, I have a spare room.”
    

    
      “Oh okay, well, I’m coming with Diana. She needs a place too, and—”
    

    
      “No, I understand that part too,” I set her confused brain straight.
    

    
      “Really?” I hear Iulia ask softly, riddled with a creeping joy in her anxious voice.
    

  
    
      Chapter 40: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      I roll over on the bed from the sound of footsteps coming up the beach house hallway, and it’s Chad. I’m automatically stunned and wonder when he came through. He explains that he just arrived, that Tim dropped him off from the big sleepover they had at the beach, and that he was just chatting and telling funny stories to my parents. Then he came to check in on me.
    

    
      Chad crawls on the bed and into me. As much as I want to thrust him away, I give him my old mechanical kiss and immediately say, “Eww. Your breath really reeks,” lying and loving it.
    

    
      “Oh,” he pushes away from me, stunned. “Sorry about that.”
    

    
      “I’ll see you out there. Just gotta get ready.”
    

    
      Chad nods and agrees. I consider telling him he has bad breath at all times, but that’s just a lazy cop out about what I really will tell him at the appropriate time, and he truly will understand that he doesn’t deserve my touch anymore. I already foresee what he is going to throw at me in the way of excuses and demands, and all I want is for him to find some other dumb girl that’ll listen to him and sleep with him. Chad will know by the end of the day that I don’t care if he cheats, buys a hooker or jerks off to the bimbo porn girls. He will not be touching me.
    

    
      As I tinkle, my mind floats to My Fenix, my heavy eyes from an all-nighter still upon me, living in glory. I loved all that we talked about, but what truly astonished me was Fenix’s explanation of his life before he was returned to Hawaii.
    

    
      I can see him as he described it: a defiant kid stuck in the middle of New Mexico, being brown and considered a native of the area since never finding his dad at the airport like he was supposed to. His story about being toothless while growing up from infected teeth, and the other foster kids ripping on him for it, and
       
      how it affected his speech and explaining 
      his gummy talk because of it, and the special needs he required. The kind counselors were always trying to find him a caring foster family, but he always made trouble so that he couldn’t stay in one place, holding onto the hope that his mom would find him, in a constant fight to return to the orphanage because he believed it was the home base where his mom would look one day.
    

    
      When an established white family came into his life after all his teeth grew in, the mom of that family gazed into Fenix’s eyes and said she’d love to foster him. They came all the way from Utah to see him, finding him in the foster care system and requesting him specifically. The matriarch of their home apparently took a real liking to him, telling him how handsome he was, though she was practically blind. I think she saw his aura, like I do.
    

    
      This lady gave him the happiness he had wanted the entire time. He talked of how accommodating they were, and how this foster family would help find his real family, yet asking if he would consider being a part of theirs if they couldn’t find his mom and sister in Hawaii. Life sure sounded perfect with them as he 
      explained
       their entire family’s generosity, but he was embarrassed, having a budding crush on the daughter of the house and unable to stand his affections for her. And just then, the house’s mom found Fenix’s biological mother and sister in her diligent searching. He told me leaving felt like a failed escape, not just from a family, but from his own repressed feelings for a girl who was supposed to become his sister.
    

    
      He then told me how he regretted ever chasing after his real family his entire life, and I could not blame him one bit. He remembered the heartbroken mother of his foster home, and everyone in the household was sad that he had to leave. He told me about the moment he heard his mom’s raspy, trashy voice; he knew he was going to hate everything with his new incoming life. So, he was given back, his real mom profusely thanking them for taking care of her lost child.
    

    
      I honestly couldn’t believe the cruelty of yearning for a family he remembered fondly, only to remember that they were actually so vulgar and sleazy. As he told me the entirety of his truly happy year in Utah, filled with the teenage angst of falling for his almost-adopted sister and the repercussions of his relentless pushing to find his real mom, he got the raw deal. Yet he smiled through the entire story, always anchoring his joy to me. Meeting me. Falling for me. Finding love. In me.
    

    
      Fenix went on to tell me that he stopped keeping in contact with them. It was too hard on the adoptive mom, he explained; she was terribly saddened that he was gone, and there was nothing that could be done. He was his mother’s son. Every time he called to give an update, she cried. Then, the very last time he called her, after his sister had scarred him, she wailed uncontrollably. He couldn’t break her heart anymore. 
    

    
      My heart breaks for him, knowing he was a hair’s breadth away from a normal life, and never having to endure the face I now know and adore. I wouldn't have known him without this sad chapter of his life that he smiled through, and as much as he assures me that I’ve shown him such true love, I feel as though he was loved by them, but was never allowed to mature into having a loving family. I obtained a new sense of honor from Fenix’s trust, a need to fulfill what his almost-family was supposed to be for him. Me, and by extension my family, we will.
    

    
      As I exit my room, I find Dad and Mom. Thankfully Chad is on the side porch, finally spending time with his daughter. My parents give me a concerned look.
    

    
      Dad opens the conversation cheerfully enough, “You well-rested?”
    

    
      I nod, and he continues, “That was one long drive you did. I heard you come in just as the sun was rising.”
    

    
      I nod and smile. “Is everything okay with you?”
    

    
      I walk towards Dad and give him a hug, then look at Mom with a calm, unwavering essence of a new woman. “Thank you both for understanding. I just needed some time to drive and think. You both helped me so much, and thanks for being patient. I didn’t mean to scare you, if I did.”
    

    
      Mom chimes in, “We are so happy to hear that, dear. We know you’ve been going through a lot, ever since we’ve been here. I think it’s been kind of a lot for all of us. And well, what was on your mind last night? I think we are going to have that big talk soon, with you and Chad together anyway.”
    

    
      “Big talk with Chad and me?” I look at Dad, seeing he’s also in on some talk I had no hint of.
    

    
      “Inheritance and such,” Dad answers. “Faye and you. We need you to be safe, and protections must be set in case we aren’t alive. We never talked about that as a family, and we all should be on the same page.”
    

    
      “Oh, okay.” I bite my tongue. 
      How do I break my bond with Chad when my family is about to bind him to us with wealth?
    

    
      “We are still getting the papers together, but the talk will be soon.”
    

    
      “Okay,” I nod, fully understanding that Chad should hear about the wealth designated for his daughter and not for him, so he won’t be getting any ideas.
    

    
      Dad places his hand on my shoulders and says, “Also, we just made the decision to rent out this place for another couple of months.”
    

    
      “What? This place?” I point to the ground.
    

    
      “Yes,” Dad informs, “I’ll be going home for Ben, though. Gotta relieve Auntie from her duties,” he explains, and I dart my eyes towards Mom, in amazement. “I may even be bringing Ben back in a few weeks.”
    

    
      “Mom, you are staying here?”
    

    
      “I am.”
    

    
      “All by yourself?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am,” she repeats what’s already been explained, yet she looks so calm.
    

    
      “But why?”
    

    
      “She needs it. She needs real time alone,” Dad chimes in, and I’m still confused. “She’s never just been alone to collect herself since you were born. Your mom needs real time to deconstruct things she’s left alone for too long.”
    

    
      I look at them for clues and they give none, but something else is up.
    

    
      “Okay, I’m confused.”
    

    
      “Jessica, your mother has been crushed with the weight of her life. She needs more than just a vacation with a bustling family. She truly requires peace,” he states plainly. “We are even setting up a bunch of solo adventures for her to go to the other islands while she is here. She has deserved to have this time in her life—reading, relaxing, and exploring away from home—without any of us bugging her, especially me!” Dad bellows. I still feel strange about their reasoning, yet I could use Mom somehow to extend my visit. I immediately begin to tinker with the idea of telling Mom everything after Dad leaves the island, but before I’m expected to board the plane with Chad. I'm already in love with Fenix, and I can’t leave.
    

    
      I’ll come forward as a villain—soon. With the company of My Fenix beside me, and no matter how many years it takes, Mom and Dad will see that Fenix was always the better choice for our family. It’ll look disgusting at first, but hand in hand, I can brave my parents' incoming disappointment.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 41: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, I get to see what this Kailua bar looks like. I’ve heard it mentioned often enough—pool, darts, an outdoor local band, a super chill vibe, which is a welcome change from the past week's chaos. Ever since I took Tracie and her friend out, we've stumbled into the gay bar lifestyle. Coming in with a suit did wonders and really set the precedent for how to party. 
      We’ve exclusively gone to the few gay bars on the island ever since
       Tracie’s rich friend left last week.
    

    
      Who knew I could get free drinks for being obviously straight? The guys usually try to get me drunk to admit I’m gay. By the time they accept that I'm actually not gay, there’s always a slew of women who stroll through later in the night, my age or older, feeling safer than in Waikiki’s rowdier street life. And boy, the dynamic of Tracie as my right-hand girl, the safety of the gay bar for the random hotties, and me in a suit with free alcohol was a hack I never expected. The girls threw themselves at me, and my dance skills, when I'm loose, seem to really impress the entire bar. The cherry on top is the absolute comedy of watching Tracie get totally bashed and handled by the gay men who sass her just for being around and gay-ish herself.
    

    
      I no longer feel out of place in one of my newest button-ups; with a growing wardrobe of fancier clothing becoming my normal civilian attire, just as Brown had urged, bringing a sort of confidence. And for some reason, it works. Even at this normal bar I’m currently grooving with, in anticipation of my girl, being slightly over-dressed isn’t as douchey as I felt it would be. CJ and Brown would be proud of my newly acquired tastes.
    

    
      The bar band begins to play a few notes. I close my eyes and enjoy the hot rush from the three big swigs of vodka from my flask I left in my car. I've already scoped out the joint and chose to sit here until Jessica and her gym friend, Rose—the one who looks too much like Diana—are going to ‘accidentally’ bump into me. I’ll entertain them both: my love and her friend.
    

    
      Jessica informed me that her family has to get paperwork together to go over inheritance and legal matters. That’s when they will have the talk, with everyone there, and she will announce she wants a divorce. No repairing it. She will say she cheated, that she's no longer able to be faithful to Chad. I’ll be introduced later to help protect my identity and not get kicked out of the Navy.
    

    
      Jessica and I have talked through the scenario to a conclusion. She has already told Chad to make peace with her not being physically intimate with him ever again, giving him free range to do whatever he wants with whomever, and continue to watch porn for his needs. She said he took it rather well. I can see where she’s coming from; she's only keeping the peace until everyone is in place. Tonight, we celebrate her public declaration of divorce tomorrow. She has the papers printed already.
    

    
      My phone dings and it’s Iulia saying to be safe out tonight. We’ve been texting a lot since I made the offer that she gladly accepted, and while I know Diana is around her during our text threads, I’m unsure of what information I can trust her with in regards to Jessica. I've kept my relationship status vague. There's no need to inform my new roommates of my life's complexities.
    

    
      The girls will be driving from the East Coast to LA. I’ve yet to make the decision to join them to help out and assist in shipping Iulia’s car over here. It’s been lovely imagining traveling across the United States… and it doesn’t sound half bad. To think, a week ago, I would’ve never entertained the notion of driving cross-country with Iulia, and having Diana in tow since she needed to be taken away from her ex-husband. I’ve saved Diana and Iulia and they know it, and I relish the rise above it all grace I’ve been able to flex by simply being faithful to Jessica. And while I’ve gotten a pout or two out of Jessica for considering helping my old high school friend and fling, I truly only care about all the cool places I’ll see along the way, and remember which places to go to with her and Faye, or hopefully, a bigger family.
    

    
      T
      he band reintroduces themselves, ready now and returning from their break, and surprise me as they are phenomenal.
       I'm amazed with the singer's ability to use his vocal range so effectively. I stare in a drunken love for this forty-something-year-old man who has such a beautiful talent, giving it all to a crowd of merely eight souls instead of a sold out concert. I’m surrounded by individuals with innate 
      gifts, yet
       haven’t a single one I can call my own. As the band finishes up their first song with real guitars instead of the plastic ones I jam with, I stand to give them a cash tip. I feel the tipsy come and swing back to grab something, but fall off the raised porch, eating it and stumbling because the alcohol got me good.
    

    
      As I gather myself in embarrassment, an annoying, cackling hysteria starts up from one lady. I look over at the smoking section where a woman is pointing at me, losing her mind and trying to get two random guys to laugh too. “You see dat faka eat em?” she clowns me, her actions mimicking my floppy, futile fall into the short palms, dirt, and cigarette butts. I stand up straight, firm against this bitch’s glee, and I see my sister in her. The very same trash. She looks like a fat troll who should actually use meth to lose weight, with her stretch-marked, saggy skin flopping over short shorts she has no business wearing, and a too-skimpy crop top that looks like it’s been stretched out for years. Her random tattoos on her neck and hands, with black, slutty boots up to her knees. The fact that she is laughing at me is the peak comedy of her being able to gather any courage to laugh at anyone. I glare at her for being stupid enough to fuck with me.
    

    
      “Wat faka, got something fo say?” she taunts.
    

    
      The entire outdoor area is silent, waiting for my response. I chuckle right into her eyes. “Ey, I tell you fo go home to your kids, yea, but I see youz already lose 'em. CPS, yea? Bet you lie and say youz given up your keiki fo adoption, yea?” I hope I hit the bullseye. Her frozen expression confirms I was in the ballpark. I pull out five dollars, put it in the tip bucket for the marvelous band, then walk towards her as she starts to fume. As I approach her and the door to the bar, keeping my eyes on her, I realize just how much she truly resembles Asia: The same dead, dark eyes and the same slithering sneer. The rage I’d held back for years finally found a target. Just as I get to the open door, I say my final words, “Eh, get one tummy tuck already yea, disgusting.” Her eyes bulge, and I don’t care.
    

    
      I waltz through the door, aim for the bar, and see—Tim? It’s Tim at the bar! And—oh, Collins is with him.
    

    
      I go right up to Tim. He gives a surprised face when he sees me and immediately mentions how sharp I look. “What are you doing here?”
    

    
      “Oh, I was told to come here for the live music,” I lie.
    

    
      Collins and I simply nod at each other. I ask Tim, “Where’s your wife?”
    

    
      “At home. Watching her drama shows. I decided to come out because he needed a drinking buddy,” he says, meaning Collins, who, I’ve been informed, has dented his relationship with the younger crew and is now known as a 'skeeze' because of his recent behavior. Jessica informed me that he was Marshall’s reasoning for condemning her as a whore with another dude's baby. To think, had Marshall asked instead of automatically denouncing her, he’d have kept his Jessica as his wife in all likeliness.
    

    
      I ignore Collins and focus on Tim, finally boasting to him how he should be jealous of my upcoming cruise, and how thankful I was for him sticking up for me, insisting I fly again, and lining up the CARAT cruise for me. Tim feels the emotion from my impassioned appreciation, then suddenly realizing that I should be quiet and reserved, not so loose and obvious with my alcohol drinking, so I order a non-alcoholic energy drink to keep up the appearance of my required sobriety. As I say thanks to the bartender, a little pound comes on the back of my head, then screaming and rapid, pathetic punches.
    

    
      “Fuck you!” the overweight hag screeches as I stay sitting, calm, facing away from her still while she continues. 
      After her dozen or so strikes,
       
      I 
      scream, “Is anyone going to grab this cunt off me, or do I have to fuck her up!?” I warn her and the bar.
    

    
      Just as I finish my statement of intent, I feel her pulled off me. I turn around to watch her try to claw her way back at me as the much larger bouncer removes her with ease.
    

    
      “Fuck me up! Fuck me up!? Come, brah, come outside den, faka! I lick you, faka! Come, come den!” she wails. I stand, flexed and happy.
    

    
      “Okay, what was that all about?” Collins asks for himself and Tim, and likely for all the ears and eyes in here that missed the whole ordeal.
    

    
      I scoff at his question. “That cunt—she’s not even worth anyone’s time, and—”
    

    
      “Hey!!” a random guy yells. I turn towards a stout, short, muscular white guy who storms my way, closing the distance and standing toe-to-toe with me. “You don’t call any lady that word!”
    

    
      This motherfucking night, I swear.
       I stare down the short rhinoceros of a man, his jarhead haircut-loving buddies unaware of what to do, as this drunkard tries to intimidate me. “Tell me, what’s that cunt’s last name?” I ask him directly, showing him his virtue is wasted on a stranger. He gets more furious.
    

    
      “Stop it,” Tim gets between us as best he can.
    

    
      “You should listen to my LPO, Marine. You really, really don’t want to know what happens if you don’t listen to him. Trust me, you’re not strong enough to give yourself a demotion,” I say, and I offer him the clear chance to slug me, my arms down, my ego gloriously shining for the entire bar to see who the fucking man is in here.
    

    
      The Marine doofus won’t back down, and Tim uses his louder voice and says, “Stand down!” Still, the Marine stands up to me, in my space. “You,” Tim points at one of his pals near their pool table, “Get him.”
    

    
      His entire friend group come at him, placing light hands on his shoulders, luring him away from losing his cool and trying to fight for the virtues of a skank stranger because I used a no-no word. What a fag.
    

    
      I turn to go back to sit with Tim who wants answers to what the fuck the entire previous minute was all about, and explain a bit further about what happened, so that they wonder no longer how any of what they saw could’ve occurred so fast. Before I could even explain the details of my words that set her off, I hear Jessica’s surprised voice from the entrance of the bar.
    

    
      “Tim!? Fenix!?”
    

  
    
      Chapter 42: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Rose does her final touch-ups in her car’s visor mirror while I feel the moscato we had driving here start to warm my blood. My mood is bright, anticipating seeing Fenix as soon as she is done. We just left her barracks where she re-did my hair and nails. I gave her $100 for her efforts, but she decided to use that money to take me out for one last fun night at a nearby Kailua bar.
    

    
      A few days ago, I spent my last night in that cement cell. I was amazed at how fast and thorough the military-specialized movers were. All our belongings were plastic-wrapped and boxed with such efficiency, it’s hard to grasp. Within twenty minutes, that small apartment was empty. That very same day, we checked into the Hale Koa and we'll be there for the next five days until Chad has to leave for San Diego. But as of tonight, I will stay with Mom, after I tell them all tomorrow afternoon that I truly want a divorce with the papers to prove it.
    

    
      Rose picked me up from the south side of the island while Chad stayed in the hotel room with Faye, and we’ve been best girlfriends all day, laughing and chatting it up, mostly about my incoming divorce and how this night is my celebration to ditch the loser. Rose wanted to hang one last time before I left, and talk about perfect timing: Chad got food poisoning the moment we got to the Hale Koa, so he has stayed indoors at the hotel for the past few days. Meanwhile, I’ve walked around the Waikiki and Ala Moana strip with Faye, enjoying the hustle and bustle of the island’s main traffic area, all catering to tourists from around the world.
    

    
      I left the car there with Chad and he knows Rose will be dropping me off at my parents' place after our fun night out. What Rose and no one else knows is that I am meeting Fenix tonight. I will likely ask Fenix to marry me if all goes well.
    

    
      “You ready?” Rose asks.
    

    
      I nod, holding in my frantic excitement.
    

    
      As I exit her car, my light summer dress doesn’t protect my body from the summer chill, yet the alcohol in me enjoys the breeze passing through. Fenix told me he wanted access to my skin and told me to wear something as skimpy as possible. As I strut, my hand holding an equally excited Rose’s in anticipation of my emancipation, we walk by a hefty local woman sobbing in the dry gutter outside the bar, cursing and face down. I had forgotten how unreal the scene at bars can get.
    

    
      W
      e
       approach the entrance, handing our IDs to the bouncers.
       
      I walk in and—Tim? And Fenix!
    

    
      I call out their names, shocked to see them together. I'm greeted with a nice, light hug from both, and I can’t help but look at Fenix. I wanted to stay nonchalant, but how can I? He looks stunning in a stellar maroon suit with a pink pocket square. Who is this Fenix I’m seeing? I can get used to him looking like a class act. Rose comes up and pinches me.
    

    
      Tim interrupts, “Oh, and Masters is here,” pointing to the lonesome son of a bitch near us, staring ahead at nothing.
    

    
      “Eww!” automatically comes from my mouth. Everyone hears it, and it gets an instant laugh from both Fenix and Tim.
    

    
      “Hey,” Rose says to Fenix. “It’s been a while. Haven’t seen you around the gym.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I do other things. But I remember you.”
    

    
      “You do?” Rose asks, and I hear a slight flirt in her tone.
    

    
      “Oh yeah, how could I forget. You look like a girl I used to bang.” Tim’s face lights up with shock, and I’m trying to read what Fenix is doing.
    

    
      “Good for you.”
    

    
      “Ahh, I should’ve avoided her. She broke my heart, cheated, and tricked me into paying for her abortion,” he throws out casually. My breath caught. He was talking about Diana. Using the deepest, most painful story he had ever shared with me as a casual, shocking pickup line on my friend. “How many idiots like me have you tricked?”
    

    
      “Ah ha!” she screams out. “I need at least five drinks before I allow you to speak to—” He turns away as she speaks and approaches the bar, ignoring her. “Ummm.”
    

    
      “So, what do you wanna drink?” he asks, throwing her a wink. I'm flummoxed at his reign over her.
    

    
      A muscle in her jaw tightened for a split second before she replied coolly, “Cranberry Vodka.”
    

    
      “Very good. Tim? Jessica? Masters?” he offers. Tim and the idiot say no, but I put up two fingers, and Fenix catches my drift instantly. Rose approaches him, standing right beside My Fenix. I start to get a bit irritated but can’t show my anger as the two of them converse and I cannot hear.
    

    
      I begin chatting with Tim, mostly about Bianca and her well-being. He informs me that she enjoys being a stay-at-home wife lately and is no longer into just hanging out. I believe it all has to do with what she told me about their medical condition. All the while, I am no longer anxious, but legitimately jealous of Rose and Fenix hamming it up.
    

    
      As I watch the bartender finally finish the order, I leave Tim’s company and go to them. Fenix hands us our drinks and raises a glass of water. He gives us a cheer and I down most of my drink in one gulp, ready to make a move. “Fenix, what game do you want to play?” I point to the available dartboards and the already occupied pool tables.
    

    
      “I’ll happily lose at any game,” he smiles.
    

    
      The song from the DJ changes and Rose screams, “This is my fucking song!”
    

    
      “Let me make it more memorable,” Fenix says, holding out his hand. He moves to the bass beats with her, finding their sync and slowly moving to the dance floor. I witness them playfully groove.
    

    
      And as they do, I look around at the entire bar. They all stare at Fenix, and there is no love coming from them. All of them stare, some like they’re snarling, the ladies shaking their heads at him. It's a fresh, raw hostility. 
      Of course,
       I think. He told me countless times how he gets hated by strangers who put him in a box on the lowest rungs of society. I relish the fact that Fenix, a real man, can handle us as ladies while all these beta men and hoes can have at each other. I see Fenix sneak a few glances at me, and I take the cue to move in, making my intrusion look like a shared fun experience instead of what I actually feel inside—the urge to be as close to him as possible. And as we dance together, I truly see the entire bar disgusted, almost enraged with us, with 
      Fenix
      .
    

    
      After a few songs, I need him to touch me, but he keeps his distance. I fall into him a bit and he fades away, making his way back to Tim. I know I made it a bit awkward, and I love it. My mind races, them never knowing our passion, none the wiser. Rose and I exit the dance floor as some men make their way to us, looking like fools for their attempt when everyone sees Fenix winning. I head back to our drinks, with Tim standing guard, and we girls casually walk outdoors to listen to the live band—all a pretense until I can get him alone later tonight. As we stare at the men playing, I grow weary, having expected maybe Fenix would’ve made an appearance. I whip out my phone and text him to make an excuse to find us some time alone. In a moment, he comes out to us, goes right up to Rose and says, “Hey. My mom knows a bagel shop owner down here who gives away donuts and pastries at the end of the night. You come with me. I wanna go alone with you, see if you're a good kisser.” He schemes out loud, and Rose laughs with a flirtatious and definite no.
    

    
      “I love bagels!” I scream, hearing myself sound too excited.
    

    
      Fenix, acting surprised, says, “Well, alright, alright.” He says coolly, “You only get bagels though, Mrs. Marshall. No smooches.”
    

    
      I almost grab his hand but stay close to him as he walks away. I look back at a slightly stunned Rose as we leave. We breeze right by Tim and the idiot and go to his vehicle. As we get in, he turns on the loud car and pulls out slowly. “How smooth was that?” he asks and winks at me. 
      I
       am, for the first time, in total submission to how Fenix thinks. I simply stare at him, proud of himself, in control of this strong vehicle, hoping I’m his passenger in his car for life. 
    

    
      Pulling out of the parking lot, he pulls over a bit on the empty streets and calls for the same woman I saw crying. “Ey! Ey sista,” he says in his pidgin, catching her attention. “Your kids thank you fo what you did, yea.”
    

    
      “Fuck you, motherfucker!” she screams at him, and so does her friend who is trying to soothe her. He presses the gas and floors it with a small giggle.
    

    
      “What was that?”
    

    
      “Oh, she’s crazy,” he simply shrugged. I believe him.
    

    
      We hold hands as he drives. He takes only a couple of lefts and parks at the top of a dual parking platform, where we're above the trees and all to ourselves. He parks at the furthest corner. We get out of the car, and we finally hold each other.
    

    
      …
    

    
      We’ve spent far too much time up here, and it’s been fantastic, but respecting his boundaries has become nearly an impossibility. I’ve already embarrassed myself by telling him all the dirty things I think about with him and places I want him, and he still shies away, pushing his hips away as I grind and paw at him, asking him questions, trying to break his barriers. I finally bring it up. “I bet if I looked more like Rose, who looks like Diana, you’d whip it out for me.”
    

    
      “Cry me a river,” he smiles and taps his chest where my name is hidden. He's still in control. I clash my face into his, giving him another kiss—one of his permissible versions of contact. I come in for another hug, but he holds me a bit away with his strength, knowing I’ll be pawing at his covered cock. “Stop.”
    

    
      “Why?” I whine.
    

    
      “You know why.”
    

    
      “No, I don’t. Remind me again?” I continue to play the flustered housewife, trying to find a weak spot in his defenses to attack him with my touch.
    

    
      He stands there silent as I wait, keeping his hips a soft distance from my horny hands. He opens his mouth and says, “You know, I don’t have to go pick the girls up. I haven’t bought the plane tickets. I can even take away the offered room. I think I was impulsive and simply wanted to help, but I never asked how you would feel about it. I can back out if you want.”
    

    
      Oh, his naughtiness and submission ruins my panties. I lunge at him and he holds my hands back. I’ve never been this turned on in my entire life, and I want him. “Okay,” I plead, trying another avenue, “If it's okay, and I say those girls can stay in your home, under your roof, rent-free like you said—and that this hot girl who looks like Rose doesn’t bother me—will you accept my handjob offer now?”
    

    
      “You. Are. Pathetic,” he scolds.
    

    
      “Okay, a blowjob?”
    

    
      “You are such a slut for me!” Words of surprise fly from his mouth, and I can’t stop laughing at the absurdity of him rejecting my slutty advances.
    

    
      “Yes! For you, I’m a slut,” I assure him. “And no, don’t worry about the girls coming to live at your place. I get it.” I assure him further, “I know you’re helping them with your good heart and that you stay at Tracie’s now. Frankly, I feel sorry for them. They’ll have to live with your mom.” He flashes me a genuine smile.
    

    
      “Speaking of Moms,” Fenix says, “I didn’t happen to see your mom, I don’t think.”
    

    
      “Oh, she was there. She said hi to you when she was talking to Bianca.”
    

    
      He tilts his head. “The lady in the big shawl?” I nod. “With the black and white curly hair?”
    

    
      “Yep.”
    

    
      “Huh. That’s funny how DNA works.”
    

    
      “Oh, like we don’t look alike?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard that too, but Dad says I look like his sister. I’ve never met her, though. They said she’s crazy and is the lost cause of the family. They never even talk about her. I think Dad might want better for me than he did for his sister, so he's overprotective.”
    

    
      “That sounds nice,” he says, gazing away. I lunge, grabbing for his obvious bulge, but I fail as he’s too fast. He deflects my eager grip and I hit something that clinks inside his pocket.
    

    
      “What’s that?” I ask.
    

    
      “Oh what! I forgot.” He thrusts his hand into his pocket, pulls out dog tags, and hands them to me—his dog tags. “I want you to have this. I remember feeling officially branded in the military once I got these. A part of the heartless machine and I wanted to be a savior more than a killer. So yeah, we get two pairs. I gave the other ones to that girl who looks like Rose,” he smirks, “but she lost it. It didn’t mean enough to her I guess. Now there’s only one left, and now I know why. It’s come all the way to you. Do you mind holding onto this forever? Or at least, until I replace it with a ring on your finger?”
    

    
      “I do.” I jump into him and passionately kiss My Fenix, and he lets me in, pressing my whole body into his again. “We both deserve a second chance at love.”
    

    
      “Okay, so, we need to go back now. Your friend,” he reminds me as I stare at my new treasure and rub my thumb on its cold, metal inscriptions of Fenix’s information.
    

    
      “I know. Rose. I hope she is not losing her mind. We came out here together and she’s supposed to drop me off, so I’m hoping she isn’t freaking out. I haven’t received a text though,” I explain and check my phone, only to find out I’m wrong. I missed a text asking if I was okay ten minutes ago. “Umm, we might really have to go.”
    

    
      “Okay, but wait. I need to do something. I need testosterone.” He moves me and presses me against his car, squats far down, lifts my dress over his face, and breathes in deeply through his nose a couple of times as I enjoy him finally touching me. He comes back up from under my dress. “I’m so jealous of your panties.”
    

    
      I instantly hike up my dress, pull my panties off, and place them on his face. I watch him look at me pervertedly while inhaling my scent. I dip my finger into my wetness and push it into his mouth. Fenix sucks my finger, his passion apparent on his face. He lets go, walks towards the passenger side door and commands, “Get in this fucking car. I don’t want to conceive our first child without my ring on your finger, and you’re bringing me too close to—just get in the fucking car,” he commands sternly with love, joy and exhaustion from restraining himself.
    

    
      I prance over, seeing him frustrated, finally getting Mr. Cool Guy to cave and admit how close I was to getting him to imagine impregnating me. As I slide into his car happy that I feel the bigger winner, he shuts my door and comes in on his side. I hold his free hand as he drives back down to the bar.
    

    
      As Fenix parks, he flashes me his flask. “Best you go in first. I’m going to take another swig and walk in after you.” I nod and follow his orders. As I waltz through, not seeing Tim or the clown, I finally find Rose, throwing darts by herself.
    

    
      “Where the hell did you go? I thought it was just around the corner.”
    

    
      “Oh, it’s quite the story,” I say, with no idea what to say.
    

    
      “Well, did you bring any bagels?”
    

    
      “Oh yeah, well, the bagels. Funny story—we were there, and…” I drone on. Rose looks at me suspiciously as I make up the most unbelievable story about a hungry mongoose we saw. She’s not buying it, her eyes fixed on my lips as they spew nonsense. Rose comes in close, wipes the corner of my mouth, and shows me the smeared makeup on her hand.
    

    
      She beams, her eyes cat-like. “You. Little. Slut.”
    

  
    
      Chapter 43: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Through a light hangover this late morning after my night out with Jessica, I’m gleaming for her, talking with her over the phone. The joy in her voice is from a heart that’s finally in love with her future, but I don’t think it’ll be as breezy as she believes. She is going to drop a bomb on the family inheritance talks, essentially saying Marshall is no longer one of them; that she’ll only hear or see Chad for Faye’s sake. The wind from her beach walk sometimes drowns out her voice, but I catch most of what she’s saying as she waits out of her parents' earshot. As I roll around on 
      my bed
       at my place, I listen to her explain that she's waiting for Marshall to arrive with their kid from the opposite side of the island, as she spent the night at their rented beach house after our date.
    

    
      Jessica is envisioning our future together, and inquires, “So… when Chad sees us together for the first time, what do you think will happen?”
    

    
      “Nothing.”
    

    
      “Really? What about—will it at least be awkward for you?”
    

    
      “Maybe.”
    

    
      “Maybe?”
    

    
      “I mean, to me, he had it coming.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “He should’ve seen me as a threat to his marriage instead of someone who fucks animals and beats women. He left you unloved and loved to hate on other people. He deserves it.”
    

    
      “I was unloved!” she exclaims with fervor. “And he deserves every bit of the cake he baked.” A pause, and her tone sweetens. “Ahh, babe, I remember when I first said I loved you. On your hill.” She mentions one of the most embarrassing and unreal moments of my life, her holding my hand when I was terrified, reliving my nightmare in such real pain. “And you used to be in love with the wrong girl, and how she broke you. I knew within me I had to tell you I love you. I remember truly wanting to know you from then on.”
    

    
      I hear it chuckle behind me, its vibration running through me, and I’m instantly terrified, my skin stiff with goosebumps. “
      Shh, he’ll 
      catch
       
      on
      .
      ”
    

    
      I toss my body up, looking behind me for the demons, and my phone goes flying. I walk backwards, unable to grasp what’s real. These things are back for me. “Please God, please God, please God,” I repeat, hoping it will help, but it didn’t. I can barely make out Jessica’s voice calling for me as I thrust my back harder into the corner of the room.
    

    
      With my eyes wide open, I relive what those things are and what they did to me in that place. It was their voices, deep and sinister, that spoke 
      through
       me rather than at me. No love in their hearts, only a lust for pain. 
      And it was specifically Jessica who I last saw in that nightmare turned to tribulation, the one who denied knowing me
      . I shake and can’t breathe, sweat flashing out of me, a scream ready to escape at any sign of their presence again, because I sure as shit heard them.
    

    
      It’s silent now. Everything appears normal besides me.
    

    
      Deciphering what little I did hear brings me back to the first time I did hear them. I certainly remember Jessica in this vision, her face contorted in disgust at the sight of me before she was leaving the island on a P-3, when I was dragged down into their lair. It’s a broiling and putrid place, a jail cell crowded with a slew of demons where they have dominion over me. I remember the feeling of having no energy, my body was only rotten and dried flesh being eaten by lowly creatures that also had authority over me, but only as their scraps. I needed to breathe just like we do here, but it was like inhaling flames, and if there was ever an exhale, it had better be a wail of agony to please them. Otherwise, they’d make me sing in torment and take their time to teach me the lesson again.
    

    
      They really enjoyed me in the beginning, when I first realized I was aware of the concept of true eternity, where a hundred years is equal to zero— nothing compares to the vastness of time in eternity. They made it a point to show me how everyone on Earth truly felt about me: no one cared. That’s why they were convincing me they appreciated me as they fucked me, raped all of me, drove nails into my body, ripped me to shreds like vicious dogs fighting over a toy. And right when I was roadkill, I was placed back together again, with the full memory and terror of what just happened, knowing it would happen again whenever they wished. Their joy was my rejection. Their lust was my old hopes of my life before eternity with them. They showed me they loved me more than anyone on Earth by ravaging me; I was sustenance to them, and to all people, I was comparable to shit in a toilet, flushed away and forgotten. They could even prove it, throwing these visions of the truth in my face as they gagged me.
    

    
      It felt like eternity was just getting started when I accepted my fate to praise my owners. Then I saw a pinprick of light, far off in the distance. With any bit of focus I could muster, I wanted to be there. I used all my strength to keep my gaze on that white dot that looked like a tunnel. One of the creatures informed the others that I was trying to escape. The terror of knowing their attention was on me came on as a lightning struck panic, but instead of tormenting me like they always had, they laughed hysterically. They said I wasn't suffering enough, that they wanted me to mature and bring back more pitiful stories of hope for them to feed on. Then one of them kicked me so violently I was flung towards the light.
    

    
      Next thing I 
      knew, I woke up
       in this same bed, with my bedsheets wrung around my neck from tossing and turning, covered in sweat and soaked in my own piss and tears. I was huddled in horror because they were right: they had merely released me for their pleasure, back here on Earth. I didn’t remember my life here, and when I came back to this life—it was 
      true
      . I was to bring them more stories here where I’d hopelessly scour for someone who would care.
    

    
      I cried in front of Jessica on the hill that night. She held my hand and screamed she loved me. I had my dream about her, reliving what the demons did: a soul they’ll maim and torment for an eternity. Yet, Jessica screaming that she loved me, and hearing her declare out loud broke me from the traumatic ordeal, my mind was replaying at the time. It’s starting to make sense. Too much sense. 
    

    
      And I’m fully awake and not dreaming.
    

    
      It was them. I surely heard them, with the heinous 
      voice only they possess, insinuating one of their giggles would 
      expose the prank, made them feel all too real and this world feel all too fake again. My throat is dry. I feel my energy giving out from pressing backwards, everything on me soaked. 
    

    
      Terrified, forcing the thought of Jessica in my mind. I need Jessica to be my lifeline, a thin thread of light, focusing on how she looks at me. To help me remember she does love me. But their laughter was a tidal wave, and it was pulling me under, reminding me they were real, and she—wasn’t. 
    

    
      My phone starts to ring. My hand moves forward instead of backwards for the first time since I heard their presence behind and within me. I move a bit more toward my phone and see Iulia is the one calling, not Jessica.
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 44: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      It surely sounded like he dropped his phone, and the consistent breeze doesn’t help. “Hello?” I repeat. I check my cell signal to see if the disconnection is on my end, but my phone seems fine. I hear a click from the backyard’s sliding door, and sure enough, Dad is signaling for me to come. Perfect timing. I look at my phone and turn it to silent; when Fenix calls me back, he won’t interrupt my announcement.
    

    
      I walk in. Mom is sitting on the couch opposite Chad, who sits in a chair with another beside him for me. The air is still and heavy, charged with an unspoken gravity. Faye is thankfully passed out in her detached car seat. I sit down. As Dad readies himself in front of us, he and Mom look at each other. There are manila folders on the table in front of them. My printed and signed papers are in the spare room. I'll find the perfect time to grab them and have my say before they even think about adding Chad to anything. I wait, ready to lay everything bare at the most opportune time.
    

    
      Dad starts, “So, Susan and I were driving around a lot for the past week to find some answers. And well, it’s not good.” My eyes dart to Mom. Dad sounds nervous.
    

    
      “It’s cancer,” Mom’s words stop my heart. I rush to her side, watching her face start to tear up, mirroring my own. I fall into her, and I can sense her creating a distance, not holding me as tightly, wanting to spare me from her pain. I only embrace her harder until she accepts my wailing.
    

    
      “What can we do, Dad?” Chad finally says something, and it freezes my blood.
    

    
      “Yes. Yes, what can we do? What did they say?”
    

    
      “Well, they said a lot of things, but the conclusion is that her cancer has metastasized from her pancreas to other organs.”
    

    
      “What’s a pancreas? Do you need one or replace it? Come on, can they remove some of the cancer? Or what’s the main—”
    

    
      “It’s terminal. She’s terminal.” I hear Dad’s words seal Mom’s fate.
    

    
      “No, Mom. No, no, no. I’m here for you. Mom, don’t let me go. Don’t leave yet,” I plead continuously as we all cry, Mom still not receptive, taking the pain and wanting to keep it to herself. “Mom, I’m not leaving you. We are staying here,” I demand, my face buried in her as she remains unusually stiff and I sense her emotional withdrawal, as if a fatally wounded animal would be, no longer wanting anything.
    

    
      “No. Your dad and I need to be left alone after we are done here. I truly wish I had more time, but I have something I must do first.” Mom states with intention through her sobbing and Dad agrees with his nods.
    

    
      “What do you mean?!”
    

    
      …
    

    
      The rain came out of nowhere, but I don’t mind the drizzle that splashes and gets whipped in by the Waikiki bay’s breeze. I stay out here, letting the dreary ambiance match my day. I’ve cried all my tears out and I have a sense of relief, being peppered by the rain’s cool moisture, the deadening feeling absorbing some of my pain. Ben and I are losing Mom. Dad’s losing his best friend and wife. The world is losing an angel.
    

    
      Dad leaves tomorrow, and she wants to talk to me alone while Chad takes him to the airport. Maybe then I can convince her that I must stay, that she needs Faye and me in her life more than ever. But she insists we talk tomorrow. Instead of talking today, we were all just in shock, only breezing over the stupid financials and the deeds to family properties that would go to Faye under my guardianship. I don’t know how I'll fall asleep until then, feeling the heaviness of my grief, knowing I could’ve done more for her my entire life.
    

    
      I know I should’ve mentioned her diet habits earlier. I know she’d be healthier if I had just tried harder, given some type of ultimatum to shame or coerce her into taking care of herself before it became this painful, this fatal. I haven’t eaten all day and have no appetite, only wanting to be near Mom, who insists on being left alone. She's like a wounded animal attempting to hide, I suppose to be strong, but she's just being selfish. I can’t explain that to her.
    

    
      I catch Chad move off one of the beds and make his way towards the patio. He opens the door, looking at me with a heavy expression.
    

    
      He tilts his head, asking if I want to come in.
    

    
      I shake my head. He opens the door and lets himself out into the wet patio with me, pushes a soaked chair close, and sits next to me as I’m balled up, mostly damp. He reaches out, places his hand on my knee, and says, “I saw the divorce papers in one of your bags.”
    

    
      My gaze cranes slowly toward Chad, who gives me a somber and understanding nod. He continues, “I get it. We can hash that out and get you that divorce you want. But I need you out of this rain. Faye is waiting for you in your bed. She needs you.”
    

    
      Chad shows me deep empathy in his eyes, and refocuses my energy to our daughter who needs me rather than me dwelling on needing my mother.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 45: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Click.
       I just bought my non-refundable flight to New Hampshire to Iulia’s home, including an additional flight out of San Diego back to Hawaii with Iulia and Diana. My leave hasn’t even been approved by the command, but Tim assures me they don’t care if I’m gone, and neither does Pewter. My flight leaves in one week, and I’ll be gone for twelve days to help the girls move, driving Iulia’s car across the country to LA. The only reason they were waiting was to gather enough money for the trip and to ship the car. I footed the bill, finally using my credit card for the first time.
    

    
      I was still in the grip of that tremendous fear yesterday when a call came through from Iulia's phone. But it wasn't her; it was her mom, Mrs. Satele. Hearing her scream about how much she missed me, how she loves and prays for me, was exactly what I needed to pull me back from the edge of my insanity. She told me how proud she was of me, and how grateful she was that I was coming through as a good man for her daughter and Diana. It was only after we talked that I then spoke to Iulia for hours. We came to many conclusions, and I heard Diana in the background, chiming in. Not long ago, her presence would’ve shaken me, but even the sound of her voice was like a stranger's—no reaction. I felt so calm, as if all things were taking care of themselves. After surviving that mental breakdown with their help, I wanted to be as giving as possible.
    

    
      Happily sitting back after a full day of doing nothing, I look at my new orders. Temporary duty in San Diego, a week after I return from helping the girls cross the country. Then, one month after the Helo Dunker, I’ll go back to San Diego with our entire detachment for yet another week to get the whole western HSL fleet on the same operational page for this CARAT cruise. It’s been a while since I remember being part of the operational Navy rather than just a helper. This beach city is a ghost I can’t seem to shake, but am happy and willing to form new memories to override the unpleasant ones.
    

    
      Jessica hasn’t texted or messaged me, except for once yesterday, saying she needs time to think. That was it. Today, I was assuming I’d get some kind of update, but it's been radio silence. No news is good news, but that's likely my own delusion. My real thoughts visualize tables being flipped and names being called, with tears and ultimatums. Jessica is going through the ringer, and I doubt she’ll come out unscathed.
    

    
      It’s funny how I’ll be the one in San Diego instead of Jessica, and she’ll stay on the island with her mom, or even go back to Oregon for a while. I’m also entertaining the idea of Jessica staying with me soon enough, likely when I can get Iulia and Diana out on their own. 
      I’ve been 
      open to all situations, as long as she is good.
    

    
      Brown finally finishes a squadron-mandatory workshop on the computer, sighs in relief, and looks at me, offering his fist. “So, I’ll always be fisting first and you’ll be catching first.” We go for our own personalized bro-shake where I catch his fist, then I switch to a fist and he catches mine. A successful one, instead of the awkward attempts we had earlier.
    

    
      CJ and Tim look at us weirdly. "Wait," CJ says, "So what’s this fisting and catching? That’s definitely gay, right? Am I missing something?” His Latin accent is laced with homo-hate.
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s super homo, bro.” I demonstrate, catching my own fist and then reversing it. I look at Brown and we do our own signature greeting, our high five, fist bump blend that flows into a two-part dab.
    

    
      “Nah dog, it's easy. Come, come. Put out your fist.” CJ comes over in a wary way and puts out his fist. I slowly clasp his fist and then switch to a fist myself. “And now you catch.” A loud, sexual moan leaves me the moment CJ envelops my fist, sending him into a small spasm, knowing he’d been homo’d. “Ayy, thank you so much, papi. I needed that,” I say in a mock-Latino accent, pretending to smoke an after-sex cigarette.
    

    
      Tim gets a good chuckle while CJ acts as if he’s been violated. I get a notification ding and check it, my heart soaring, hoping it is my girl. How unfortunate—Mom. She says that Asia is at our place and showing Kai to people who’d like to adopt him. My heart stops. There’s no way. Asia either lied and said he was a normal kid, or the people trying to adopt Kai are organ harvesters.
    

    
      I text back immediately, telling her I’m on my way and not to let those people sign any paperwork for ownership of Kai until I get there. I need to check out these individuals, either to see their reaction when they find out Kai has Down syndrome and Asia’s meth-head tactics didn’t work, or to confirm they are the child traffickers I suspect them to be.
    

    
      …
    

    
      A nice luxury sedan is parked in my spot, so I park on the street. I get out and wonder what their reaction has truly been. They’ve apparently been here for over an hour, mom claiming they’re playing with and loving Kai. What does this Mormon couple think about him? Or even more, what are they really thinking?
    

    
      I open my front door to all of them. “Ey. Dis my boy. Fenix, come see, da kine love dem, ahh,” she says, pointing at an older Asian lady on the living room floor with Kai, who hasn't even recognized me. 
      My Kai.
       And just like that, I was a stranger in my own home, watching my only light from my previous life simply given away. 
    

    
      Standing aside is Asia, leaning against the wall, while Mom plays the part of a goo-goo-ga-ga granny. I go straight to the white man, who explains that he is the Korean lady’s husband, new to the island and a Farsi linguist civilian working at the Schofield Army base. I give them only my name, never really looking at the man. My eyes were peeled, taking in the whole situation, watching what Kai was doing and feeling, while he explained that he and his wife couldn’t have kids, and that her half-brother had Down syndrome. His wife then went on to heavily pray and fast to the Lord, and then Kai came up in their church’s registry.
    

    
      As the ladies talk about Kai’s dos and don’ts, I look at Asia and listen to her constant, annoying explainer voice, only focusing on her to gauge if she’s ecstatic or dreading giving Kai away. She’s cold and exacting, giving no cues away aside from her arrogance.
    

    
      “So then my wife was always at their facilities, playing an active role in setting up events for them for years and advocating for the disabled," the man says. "Her 
      brother
       passed away ten years ago, and since we can’t make our own, she knew what the Lord’s path was for her. I’m no expert at all with their specific needs, but wifey seems so happy and blessed that I’ll put my best foot forward. Gotta listen to the wife. I’m looking forward to their peaceful and loving nature. Most young boys want to destroy things, but she’s assured me that they are gentle,” he chuckles and rattles on, sounding wonderful, humble, and capable.
    

    
      I seethe and see my sister standing there, using my home as a display case for Kai because she likely lives in a meth den. And I see Kai, completely in love with this Korean woman who has found her child in him—the kid I love, who doesn't even recognize me. And I wasn't strong enough to adopt him on my own.
    

    
      “It’s really quite a miracle that he came through, as the church wants to keep it in the church. What’d’ya know, right?” he chuckles, having an exciting time.
    

    
      When will Kai recognize me?
    

    
      “So, Fenix, what, are you a pilot?” he asks, looking at my boots and up to my face, my flight suit apparent.
    

    
      “No, sir. I’m—”
    

    
      “He’s one dem search and rescue men, on da helicopters, ya know,” Mom intrudes, in a loud, proud statement, bringing his wife’s wonderfully lit smile my way. Mom emits a fake pride as if she helped me earn this flight suit or my title that she’s butchered. “Yeah, he jumps in da wata and swims for folks, yea.”
    

    
      I do a little bow to his wife and turn to the middle-aged man’s gleaming face. “Wowwie, I’m just… great job, young man. Just,” he grabs my hand enthusiastically and shakes it. “Fantastic. Well, just… thank you for your service.”
    

    
      He stands straight, as if to render a salute, sizing me up, judging me as if I am the greater when I’m truly the lesser compared to him. “Stop thanking me,” comes from my mouth.
    

    
      “What?” he asks, confused.
    

    
      I stand taller, step in too-close and over him, my teeth locked in place and iterate slowly, “Stop. Thanking. Me.” 
    

    
      “Ey, what you tink you doing?” Mom calls out.
    

    
      I turn toward her, but I see Kai. He just recognized me and my rage transforms instantly into a grieving heartache. Before I could see his smile fully form, I turn my gaze to the door and find my exit.
    

    
      Who was I to be thanked for saving no one but myself, and when I couldn't even save Kai?
    

    
      
    

  
    
      Chapter 46: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Dad was already packed and waiting outside as I pull into their home away from home—my mother’s likely resting place. I begin to unstrap Faye to say hi to Mom inside before Chad whisks Dad away to the airport.
    

    
      “Oh, no need. Mom just wants it to be the two of you, so keep her in the car,” Dad states. I wonder how devastating this talk is going to be if Mom needs this time alone with me.
    

    
      As Chad chats up my dad and I re-strap in a slightly confused Faye, all the things I’ve meant to say never came. I will come clean finally, now that it’s just her and me. Chad knows that I intend for a divorce, and that our family is more important than subjecting their granddaughter to our failed marriage. I don’t want to quicken her journey to her deathbed, but this was supposed to happen.
    

    
      “Okay, that does it for this old man.” Dad stands near me and pulls me in for 
      our
       hug, a final one until I see him again. Maybe even in this same spot when he comes back for Mom, and I’ll be here. Dad releases me as I start to feel the emotions well in my eyes. “My Special Jessica, please,” I hear Dad’s throat crack, “remember that she is your mother. Be good to her.”
    

    
      “Of course!” I proclaim to his silly question.
    

    
      “Okay. Good.” Dad pulls me in again for a wonderful hug, and we say our "I love yous." Dad climbs into the SUV while Chad adjusts the driver’s seat to his size, Faye babbles. I watch in silence as they coast off.
    

    
      I turn and see my somber mom, being eaten away. The knowing of her impending death hits my eyes and overflows as I walk to her. I open my arms for a hug, but she intently grabs my hands and holds them, refusing my hug outright. Mom has never acted this strange, however I will accept her wishes for less contact as best I can. She directs me to the table where she has a few printed papers, appearing to be a long story of some sort.
    

    
      We sit beside each other and Mom says, “I couldn’t say it, so I typed it out. I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” Mom’s tears come. I tilt myself and lean in, confused. Mom’s always possessed a guilty posture, making it hard to confront her about anything, but she appears to be collapsing in front of me, in a pain that had to be written down. “I thought I would take this to my grave. Just…” she points to the pages.
    

    
      I understand fully and prepare myself as she weeps, stiff, staring at me.
    

    
      Please don’t be mad at Dad. He couldn’t bear putting me in jail.
    

    
      My eyes throw themselves at Mom, her own eyes telling me to read on. “What do you mean, mad at Dad? And 
      you
       in jail?” Mom nods her head towards the story in my hands and stares in defeat. I read on.
    

    
      We were pregnant with our first son, and we looked forward to meeting him. We did everything right, and were so in love with starting our family.
    

    
      Mom had a boy? Before Ben and I?
    

    
      I was three weeks away from our due date, and your Dad and I got snowed in by a huge storm at one of our lake cabins. I went into unexpected labor. We fought for two days and nights to meet our baby, but our son didn’t make it.
    

    
      I dart my eyes to Mom, imagining the terror of birthing a stillborn in such a helpless situation. I am wrecked, but Mom’s eyes are still locked on mine, flowing with tears, willing me to read more.
    

    
      When we were finally able to leave the cabin, we had our dead son in the freezer, wrapped and ready to be buried. When we got home, Dad started taking a pickaxe to the frozen ground to bury him in our backyard. Our first son is buried under the angel statue.
    

    
      I look at Mom, knowing she is afraid I’d care that Dad buried their first child without telling anyone. I fall in love with this story, knowing a brother of mine has been buried under that praying angel that I always loved. Mom’s face doesn’t change, waiting for me to judge her. There’s more, so I continue.
    

    
      My body went through such a traumatic experience, and we hadn’t prepared for any of it. I ended up going to the hospital nearby to get supplies I needed and information on what to do next. I walked in and told the lady at the front desk I needed help, having just given birth. The nurse took me to the maternity ward to find someone available. I didn’t stay in place. I saw the viewing room where the babies were kept, and there was only one. And that’s when I first saw you.
    

    
      What? My face twinges. Mom starts huffing, sporadically convulsing. She met me in the hospital. “This is not true,” I state, and read more.
    

    
      You were perfect, and I was so envious and in love. I then heard a woman crying, arguing with another. I made my way to the door where your mother had just given birth, and she was screaming at her own mother how she didn’t want you, because you were your deadbeat father's baby. I could hear in her voice, she’d given you away.
    

    
      I look at the woman who claims she stole me, and pieces from all over my life start to fall into place—memories tossed aside as simply bizarre now making a terrible sense.
    

    
      While overhearing your mom’s plan, I saw a nurse check in on you. As she left the 
      room 
      you were in, I snuck over, stopped the door from closing shut, grabbed you, and ran. I didn’t think I would make it out of the hospital, but I did. I took you as mine. Frank was terrified, but he couldn’t do anything. It was all my fault. He didn’t want anything to do with it, but he knew I’d be taken straight to…
    

    
      I stop reading and have seen much more information than needed. I look at her—this woman. My mom? Her curly dark hair, her hands, her face, her pale skin. Dad’s tall and stout physique, rosy skin, and his sister never mentioned but once. Dad's sister, the 'crazy' one I never met. Mom's weird defensiveness about random questions from other parents of being adopted. The fact that I looked nothing like them wasn't strange—it was a lie. I was stolen and raised by my captors.
    

    
      “So, let me get this straight,” I rage, crumpling her confession and apology in my fists. “You stole me?”
    

    
      Her wails come straight from the depths of her hell. I stand up, chuck the papers to the ground, and watch this woman I never knew grab for me. “Please, Jessica! Please, forgive me.”
    

    
      I gaze at her, fiercely protective of myself and Faye from this thief. After a long moment, I say, “My name isn’t Jessica.”
    

    
      I make my way to exit Susan’s life forever as she inevitably exits mine for good. The last sounds from her I experienced were of her writhing in pain—the same pain, I’ll assume, my real mother felt. But I’ll never know. I storm out, feeling only disgust and anger for being so stupid. I text Chad to pick me up at the grocery store parking lot after he drops off—Frank.
    

  
    
      Chapter 47: His Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Jessica finally texts me and is playing cryptic. I’m almost unsure if it’s even her; the one texting me might be Marshall in the way her texts are coming through. She says she needs to lie low, that he has seen the papers and that San Diego is where she’s flying off to today. I send her, or him, a text simply asking how long she will be in San Diego. I’m playing it as safe as I can before I exit my car in front of Tracie’s house to now get ready for my afternoon at the squadron.
    

    
      Fresh from our water training routine that’s been relaunched, the swimmer training is being enforced three days a week to all aircrewmen if available, like it always should’ve been, but has been relaxed for months. Thankfully, the outdoor facility is near Tracie’s home because I’m wrecked from just two hours of pool work. I truly forgot how hellacious the training is, and how being able to hold your breath and composure with consistent stamina is a brutal lesson I too easily had forgotten. All the lifting and partying I’ve been doing hasn’t helped one bit in being a capable rescue swimmer.
    

    
      To make matters worse and why I’m so exhausted, I’ve kept my thick neoprene wetsuit on the entire time to hide Jessica’s ink while everyone did the training shirtless and in shorts, enjoying the sun as I internally melted. As they harassed me for wearing a kid’s leotard, looking comically smooshed into a wetsuit now too small for the extra twenty-five pounds I’ve stacked on, ten pounds of which likely can be accounted for from all the drinking and partying I’ve done for months straight. I sold them the lie that my tight corset of torture was for 'real-world training,' a way to stay disciplined while they were being lackadaisical. They bought the lie, and I hated every minute of wearing my constricting wet gear that kept Hawaii’s hottest day’s heat within my body; the pool’s water offered little reprieve. 
    

    
      As I finally make my way into Tracie home, I see a video game on pause and as I round the corner, Tracie comes into view, sitting at the kitchen table with her back to me. “You sound beat.” Tracie guessed correctly from my sigh of relief once I walked in.
    

    
      “Oh yeah, first day back in the pool. It sucks, and I suck. But I won’t have to endure the drowning for much longer because I’ll be going on leave in a few days.”
    

    
      “What? Where? When were you going to tell me?,” she claps out and her voice is partly broken.
    

    
      “I’m telling you now. Can you drive me to the airport this Sunday?” I ask nicely.
    

    
      “Yeah dude, sure… thanks for
       
      the heads-up,” she blasts a bit frustrated. “How long are you gone?”
    

    
      “Two weeks.”
    

    
      “Two weeks!” she grabs her hair. “No!”
    

    
      “Well, twelve days,” I say, easing her faked torture.
    

    
      “Dude, you better be getting laid to be gone so long.”
    

    
      “Nah, but… I already tapped one of 'em,” I give her a dirty smile.
    

    
      “No shit?” and I nod. “Why are you going to see her?”
    

    
      “Well, I heard my friend needed help, and that she was coming with the other girl, so I volunteered my spare room.” I look at Tracie and realize we’ve just been clowning around the gay bars and haven’t actually caught up with anything that’s happened in my life, or what’s coming: the incoming girls, multiple San Diego trips, and the big deployment, all in the next few months. Let alone my secret life with Jessica. 
    

    
      While looking at my good friend, I see her eyes puffy and red; a hint that she’s been crying or is stoned. “Hey, you good?”
    

    
      “Yeah… well, no,” Tracie states plainly and a slight panic comes over me. I close the distance to hear her and stay silent. “I just got off the phone with my mom and, dude, I don’t even know what to think anymore. It’s like, for the first time, I don’t have an answer to… anything.”
    

    
      “Oh. Umm, so…” and I let the silence hang for her sake, and stood in contemplation for her next words. What happened? I’ve never known her to be quiet about any subject that comes up, but perhaps it’s only her parents who have such a power over her.
    

    
      “You have somewhere to be, don’t you?,” she asks as I feel drips of pool water streaming down my leg onto her tile floor. “I can see you need to be somewhere. You’re fidgeting. I need to think more anyway.”
    

    
      “Look, I’ll jump into my uniform upstairs first, and I’ll catch up with you in a moment. Cool?”
    

    
      “Yep,” she gives a thumbs up and I leave for my room.
    

    
      As I undress, peeling the black wet suit off, I stand naked in my closed room, and I jostle to find my cleanest flight suit. I’m eager to tend to Tracie with an open ear, but I get a notification and check it before I reach for my underwear. Jessica replied. The text hits me, but it's something I was expecting: life being harder than it should be. 
    

    
      She says she might need up to a year to untangle herself from her obligations to Marshall. My instinct is to freak out or lock down, but I’m aware of what I am in this relationship for: for My Jessica. And, if she needs a full year or longer to live a better and safer life with the man she can’t stand, so be it. It won’t be easy, and I wouldn’t be happy if it takes that long, but I will be here for her, always. Our love is a different type of poetry and I intend to make it last for decades. Her request for a long grace period isn't a rejection; it's permission. Permission for me to be happy, to enjoy the freedom I have with Tracie, to live my life while she navigates hers. I have no intention of finding any woman to replace Jessica in my heart, in my bed or upon my body.
    

    
      I possess a peace that shouldn’t be possible. The cynic inside of me wants to text her back, in a cheeky way that she should try not to get pregnant again by the handsome stud her husband is, but I refrain from the jokes I am accustomed to with her. There’s a lot that can be said and cannot be unsaid in our future years as a team, and I feel the need to restrain myself from being anything but trusting of Jessica and aware of her vast needs in order to feel secure.
    

    
      I get another ding from my phone and look to find it’s an unknown number texting instead. My body freezes as I read it.
    

    
      Fenix, thx 4 havn us stay w u. I cant thk u enuf.
    

    
      I feel a warm tingle, little ripples of warmth coming from within my belly. I could hear her voice through her dorky texting lingo. I hadn’t felt that anxious hope that made me palpitate and flutter nervously since the first day she approached. I’d suffered from this same rising in my spirit for months straight after I first was around Diana, or rather when Diana kept coming to me. I can’t think as I stand here naked, confronted by the only woman that my faulty heart and resentful body told me was safe to fall in love with. Now my same heart insinuates that I’m experiencing this anxious energy because I have something inside of me that wants to be around her still?
    

    
      I hold my phone, texting her back something lewd to break this spell she has over me. I can see that contacting me first has given her the upper hand at the moment. I type away with my crude response, and receive another text before sending it.
    

    
      Ur a gud man and I’m proud of u ;)
    

    
      My heart halts, as do all thoughts of reclaiming control. 
      Fuck.
    

  
    
      Chapter 48: Her Side
    

    
      
    

    
      Fenix texts me a question of how long I will be in San Diego, and I feel sorry for him. As I wait for Chad to grab the last-minute snacks at this crowded gas station, I finally open up contact with Fenix as of a few moments ago. I’ve held off until this day I depart to give him the updates I’m willing to give, which is understandably frustrating for him, but I’ve made the choice to keep him at a distance for now. I truly want to fall into Fenix again, feel everything that is My Fenix, and tell him all that has occurred, but not yet and likely not for a long time. Even he cannot warm and comfort my range of emotions or comprehend the calculations and simulations running through my brain. I’ve assured him the divorce papers are known about, just not signed yet, and that the timing of when I’ll see him again is up in the air. 
    

    
      I send him my response that I could be with Chad for up to another year, that I’m sorry and doing my best in a horrible scenario I can’t explain any further, and that most of all, I truly love him, and love him even more so for understanding that I can’t be near him for a while. I pray and know he can forgive me if it takes that long. 
      I wouldn’t even know how to tell Fenix what has happened in the past four days.
    

    
      Chad has found it weird that I have been calm since he picked me up at the grocery store. He's been asking and trying to accommodate me seeing Susan for our last days on the island, but Chad knows nothing of this truth and I will never give it to him. This disgusting truth is my power against the thieves who masqueraded as my parents. It's not a weapon for Chad to use against them, or against me. I simply gave Chad the excuse she used: of needing time alone, a cold expression now in my voice as I told him. No tears. Just protection from Susan.
    

    
      Chad’s been extra excited, spurred on by Frank’s gift of a $300,000 check with only Chad’s name on it. The money came with specific instructions: to make me a queen and take care of his little princess. Chad told me that he’d gone into explaining we were getting a divorce on the way to the airport and how the request was not going to work, but Frank forced him to swear not to give up on me as the man of the house. Chad doesn’t understand that it is just guilt money used to hopefully hush me up, as the man I called Dad skedaddles away with his thirty pieces of silver to atone for his enablement, and while I’m unsure of what to do, I lie in wait, calculating when to move. Every action I take, every word I speak, has only one goal from now on: to protect Faye and myself.
    

    
      I’ve come to the realization that Chad has become a useful tool. I haven’t felt compelled to be with him for a long time, but I feel the benefit now. While the large amount of money being in his name would have outraged me before, knowing the truth far outweighs who officially owns the money.
    

    
      Deceitfully, I surmised and agreed with Chad that a divorce was a bit hasty and that we must work in peace for Faye’s betterment. Chad is renewed in his happiness at my lie of keeping this marriage a priority. He exclaims with such enthusiasm that a new life awaits us in San Diego, yet I only play along to be safe and secure, even thinking it’s kind of cute that he has any belief that we will work out as a family. As painful as it is to admit, I always believed my trump card to leave Chad was my parents’ wealth, but it turns out, it’s my kidnappers’ wealth. If it weren’t for Ben, I’d seriously consider ensuring their entire net worth is my ransom to stay silent, which is also why I can’t expose the sick family secret without understanding the full consequences of what happens if I open my mouth.
    

    
      I currently sit in the driver’s seat of our SUV, packed with a few bulky items for our new place in San Diego. With the sun visor’s mirror showing my face, looking as sinister as I feel, I become as wise as a serpent in my eyes. I see my darling Faye in the mirror as she stares at her moving hands and seems to command them to do things. My bond with her has never been stronger than it has since I realized I was someone else's child. My baby once seemed like an anchor holding me down, but now all I see is motivation to keep her and I safe from people I don’t know yet. And now, I trust no one.
    

    
      I feel bad for pushing Fenix into this box, outside of just Faye and I, but he’ll be let in again soon. I rummage through my purse to find his dog tags and feel my precious promise to him in my fingers; the smooth edges starting to feel familiar and comforting and the distinctive jingling reminding me of the only night we’ve had out on the town. Faye sees the dog tags just as my purse slides mistakenly to the back and out of reach. Faye reaches for the tags and just as I say no, Chad is knocking on my door. I open the center console, thrust the item in, and close the lid. Just as I do, Chad opens my door. “I’m gonna drive into the shipyard. I got the ID and paperwork under my name,” he says as Faye is screaming for the dog tags I hid.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Get out. I’m going to drive on.” I just comply, not making a thing of it. As I get 
      in, 
      Chad makes his adjustments to the seat and rear-view mirror, turns off the air conditioning, rolls down his window halfway, and changes the radio station
      . I
       make my way around to a fussy Faye, who is demanding the center console be opened without the words to say it. I take off my strategically worn wedding ring and hand it to her to calm her. She almost chucks it, but I intercept it just in time. I strap in and look forward, unable to console her and Chad looks at her. “Hey baby, we are on our way,” he reassures her, but she blathers on as her bratty side wants what she can’t have. I ignore her pleas, calling “Dada” the entire time.
    

    
      As we ride on with our protesting daughter, Chad looks straight ahead while I wait for Fenix’s next text. While cruising on the main road, Chad looks back again to soothe the little grump. “What? What do you want?” he coos. “Here. Right here?” he points at the center console. I jerk my head toward Faye. She’s nodding yes and smiling, her hand stretched out. “Okay.” Chad opens the center console as I want to slam it shut. I’m in horror. “Huh?” I hear the jingle as he lifts Faye’s prize she wanted all along and she strains for them.
    

    
      As he inspects Fenix’s dog tags, reading them while driving, I jump in. “Oh, those are Fenix’s. I found them after a walk at the beach house. I think they fell out of his car when he came for the party, and I meant to give them to him before we left.”
    

    
      “Ha, that sucks,” he says, and he flings them out the car window like it's a piece of trash.
    

    
      Motherfucker.
       “Pull over!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Pull over the fucking car, Chad!”
    

    
      “What? No. There’s heavy traffic,” he continues onward.
    

    
      I see red. My right arm flails out, striking Chad in the middle of his bicep, hoping my repeated punches will finally make a dent in his shit personality. I assault him thoroughly, hitting him again and again—twenty times, cursing him eight different ways—before he finally hollers at his maximum, jerking the steering wheel and startling us all. “What the fuck is your problem?” my idiot husband asks.
    

    
      Faye, now completely silent, is trying to process what she just witnessed.
    

    
      …
    

    
      Another wave of disgust comes over me. My stomach is churning, begging me to eat today, but I’ve expended so much energy being silent with Chad for the past three hours. We finally sat, getting everything checked in and placed down at our plane’s gate. I’ve not had the will to take in any food—just crackers and juice for days. As we establish our section of the airport while we wait to board, I walk away from the two of them to consume anyone else’s energy but his.
    

    
      I turn to a bag store and imagine what it would be like to just buy a bag and then burn it. With my own money. I imagine walking around, buying all the gaudy airport kiosk merchandise, and burning everything others crave. I find myself in front of a perfume store and get a fragrant whiff that induces an immediate stomach convulsion, nearly throwing up the nothing I have in me.
    

    
      I rush to the women’s bathroom, my mind in panic as I relive this familiar cycle. I make it to the disgusting airport toilets and bend over, gagging and throwing up nothing. It couldn’t be.
    

    
      I feel my chest, and my breasts are sore. 
      When was my last period?
       I’m doing mental gymnastics, trying to place my irregular cycle in terms of forty-day time frames. I’ve had both men inside me—my man and this idiot—and I have no memory of bleeding recently, as everything else has consumed my thoughts.
    

    
      As I beg the heavens not to be pregnant, I recognize the signs: the same strong nose I gained the moment my body knew it was a mother, the annoying way my stomach rebels against food, a feeling that won't go away, a feeling I'm experiencing right now. My sore chest and my raging mood are all indicators that point to—pregnant.
    

    
      My body rejects all thoughts other than needing to know if I’m really carrying another child. I need a pregnancy test. Now.
    

    
      But HOW?
    

    
      Pulling myself away, I zombie-walk to the mirror and stare at the woman who looks like a haggard version of myself in utter denial. I wash my face and internally hate the child I may be carrying. I deny the way I feel as I look in the mirror: bitter, deceived, disheveled, abandoned— and every word I just called Chad when I was striking him.
    

    
      I was taking my time deciphering how to tackle my problem, thinking it was trigonometry, only to find out I’m actually living the life of advanced calculus. I better catch up at playing intelligent in this game of life I don’t want to play, because there is likely a child I don’t want inside of me, and time is not on my side.
    

    
      After thirty or so women come in and out, they’ve each chipped away at my composure as I stare insanely at my own reflection, haunted by my own doings. Every set of eyes that passed me was telling me to move on in this lady’s restroom and I take the hint to be miserable in public rather than a stain in front of the bathroom mirror.
    

    
      I pace out, stagnant, and walk towards Faye, who is being held by an angry Chad. I sit dismissively a couple of chairs away.
    

    
      He immediately gets up, leaves Faye in the seat by herself, and sits right next to me. He leans in, his voice a deep, low threat as he asks, “You wanna know what I think?”
    

    
      
    

  