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Synopsis

Lania Marchiol keeps a wary sailor’s gaze trained on
the horizon. Somewhere out there, the perfect boat is waiting to
take her around the world in a self-sufficient home powered by
wind, sunshine, and the strength of her will. When she finds it,
she’ll sell her beloved antique printing press, retire her renowned
literary magazine, and wave good-bye to her life on land.

When a suave filmmaker flirts his way into her
literary life, Lania must fight to maintain a steady heading toward
the high seas. The magnetism of wickedly handsome trans man Oly
Rassmussen send her trusty compass spinning off course and they
must reimagine freedom and love in order to sail together in the
greatest adventure of all.
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Chapter One

Lania sailed northeast into a cobalt sky unseen in
Seattle since the previous spring. She slipped over the little wind
waves, the lapstrake planks of the boat’s hull amplifying the
whispered flirtation between wood and water. The jib’s clew floated
above the green water of Lake Union.

Alone in a responsive boat, Lania raced across the
north end of the lake, every gust an opportunity and every calm a
test of her judgment on sail trim. Fingertips alive to the precise
tension on the jib sheet, she milked each patch of moving air by
hauling in or slacking the line a half-inch at a time. She scanned
for the ruffled water that indicated air currents and slipped from
pocket to pocket.

The engagement of mind and body in each moment
filled her with energy. This was the most fun she’d had in weeks.
Puff chasing in a long ellipse around Lake Union.

She squinted at some rougher water ahead. The
varnished teak tiller rested along her hip, transmitting the Morse
code of the water’s motions from the rudder into her listening
flesh. She tugged the main sheet free of the fiddle block’s cam
cleat. The line sizzed through a block and tackle system that
quadrupled her strength and made short work of bringing the boom
lower and closer to the centerline.

She firmed her hands on the tiller and jib sheet as
the green waters lifted, the peaks lightening to celadon and then
growing frothy white beards behind each wind wave. She braced a
foot on the opposite side of the cockpit as the small wooden boat
began to heel and flexed her forearm and wrist in slow counterpoint
to the growing force building behind the sails.

A tangled curl whipped across her cheek and lips,
but she ignored the tickle. She pushed the tiller harder to port
and fed the jib just enough slack to spill a little wind. This
rebalancing of forces brought her up to an exhilarating six knots.
She sailed the knife’s edge where sail shape and heel combined for
the best possible speed.

A young girl, eight or nine, zigged and zagged
toward her on a tiny sailboat called a Laser. The child bounced
from rail to rail on each tack as another child might walk along
kicking a pinecone—casually, comfortably, and absorbed in enjoying
herself.

Envy nipped at Lania, whose first sailing lesson was
only one year past. She thought of all the reading she’d done—books
of salty nomenclature, aero- and hydrodynamic theory, and the rules
of the road. She’d done what she could to prepare, but the water,
the sensory feedback of current, hull shape, and sail trim, had
taught her what she really needed to know. Her inner ear judged
balance faster than her brain. She could tack based on a feeling
and justify it later with fact.

The envy dissipated in the pride of knowing that she
had a knack for this.

As the girl drew close, Lania waved as sailors do. A
small hand raised in her direction before another tack took the
child and her Laser behind Lania’s borrowed boat.

If she’d started sailing as a child, she could have
set out right after high school. Or at least right after college.
Sailing offered her a great deal of pleasure, but it was, for her,
a means to an end.

I could be anywhere. Electricity pulsed
through her body. Not just if I’d learned earlier, but right
now. Right now, I can travel anywhere I want. Lania’s hand
tightened on the teak tiller.

A year’s worth of study, work, and fun came into
focus against the restlessness she’d always felt and the stagnation
that had begun to permeate her life. She needed to explore, to
savor the shiver of nerves that came along with the unknown. She
was a good sailor—getting better all the time. She could launch
herself into the world and sail it. A boat could get her from place
to place, be her home base around the world, and provide the
adventure she craved.

Lania eased out of the wind’s path. The mast rose
again toward the sky as she fed the jib some line in the softening
breeze and tugged the mainsheet out of the fiddle block’s cam
cleat. As she knew it would, inertia slid the dinghy toward the
Center for Wooden Boats with all sail slacked.

Joy warmed her in the cool air of spring.
Underpinning the simple happiness of the moment, a deeper
satisfaction and brighter excitement flowed from her newfound
conviction.

She, Lania Marchiol, was going to buy a boat and set
sail for parts unknown.

Lania stood in the cockpit as the boat approached
the dock head-on. Her lashes filtered the sun’s glare as she
squinted, assessing the perfect moment to spin the boat parallel to
the wooden float. She looped a dock line on her hand and saw a
backlit figure wave from the float.

“Toss me your stern line!” A man’s voice, unfamiliar
and unwelcome at this moment.

Annoyed to have her concentration broken, Lania
shouted her reply. “No, thanks.”

The bow loomed over the rough plank on the edge of
the float before she pushed the tiller hard to port in the final
turn upwind. The stern slewed, rotating the boat into dock and
bringing Lania within an easy step of the float. She dropped the
tiller and hopped off the boat to snug the stern line to a handy
cleat. With calm competence, she walked forward and pulled the bow
line off the deck to finish making fast the boat.

She stepped back onto the deck to lower the sails,
but the same voice disturbed her solitary peace once again. “Want a
hand with the sails?”

Lania turned from the halyards at the main mast to
look up at the persistent helper. Haloed by the mid-afternoon sun,
his face was faded in shadow, and Lania could only see the general
shape of him. He looked lean but strong in baggy shorts and a
T-shirt. A brush of short pale hair glowed in the light, and Lania
could just make out his sharp, youthful features.

Some of these boat nuts would do anything to get
aboard. Lania sympathized, but she liked settling the boat herself.
“No, thank you. I’m fine.”

“Okay.” His graceful shrug matched his easy tone,
but he shifted his weight without leaving. Lania brought down the
main sail, flaking it in neat, even folds. Self-conscious, she
glanced at the man again. The brief look must have communicated her
discomfort to him, as he gave a little wave and turned to walk
away.

He sauntered down the bobbing float, and she watched
him leave before turning to bring down the jib. As she let the sail
drop to the deck and then unhanked it from the forestay, the image
of a fit, graceful walk slipped into her thoughts. A very
attractive man.

*

A half hour later, she’d stowed and scrubbed and
made all secure. After pampering the small boat she’d borrowed, she
shrugged her backpack on and made the rounds of the docks to check
on her other favorites. Each boat was a carefully maintained work
of art, from a red-painted seven-foot-long skiff to the
forty-three-foot gaff-rigged teak schooner glowing with deep layers
of old varnish. Of the twenty-seven boats owned by the Center,
Lania spotted almost a dozen missing. A busy Sunday at the beloved
but usually quiet non-profit.

Seattle knew how to take advantage of a sunny
day.

On her way out, she glanced into the busy workshop
beside the bottom of the gangplank. She waved to the slight old man
pulling fragrant curls of wood from a teak board with a hand plane.
He raised his bristly chin in quiet acknowledgement. His hands
matched the grain and shade of the teak on which he often worked,
and his calm, strength, and pride warmed her heart.

The Center for Wooden Boats floated by a lakeshore
park that Lania enjoyed using as an office. A rich aroma of sawn
wood, pine needles, and grass underpinned the living smell of
freshwater plants. An oyster shell path split the Center’s park,
connecting the gangplank to the parking lot. The path curved under
a pavilion displaying Coast Salish and Nootkan-style canoes and
kayaks built by summer camp kids. Lania’s bike was locked to a
large-linked old anchor chain that ran around the park in a
semicircle from the parking lot to the gangplank. A thorny tangle
of blackberry vines draped the land’s edge beyond the chain.

Lania slid into the park’s picnic table with the sun
behind her and fished her notebook from her backpack. The most
recent submission she’d accepted for her magazine needed extensive
editing. She pulled out the typed pages and began reading. Only a
sentence into the piece, she started writing editing points in her
notebook.

“Mind if I join you?”

Lania recognized the voice but spoke without
hesitation. “Of course.”

“You do mind?” Humor shook the smooth tenor.

She frowned up at the man who’d tried to help her
dock the boat. “I meant of course you may sit here. I don’t
mind.”

“Thanks.” He sat, placing a backpack and bicycle
helmet on the seat next to him. His short golden hair extended down
his angled jaw in the form of light stubble. Eyes the green of
tender, newly unfurled leaves echoed the humor she’d heard in his
voice. They compelled her to share the joke, and Lania responded
with an unbidden smile. A quirk in his thin lips stretched into a
wide grin in response.

“Oly Rasmussen.”

He certainly looked Scandinavian. Trapped by
politeness, Lania grasped Oly’s hand. “Lania Marchiol.” The warm
length of his fingers curled around her hand.

“Tanya?”

“No, Lawn-ya. With an L. Italian.”

Her clipped tone didn’t have the desired effect. He
squeezed her fingers. “Beautiful park, isn’t it?”

She slid her hand free. “Yes.” Okay, so he was sexy.
Half-sleeves in bold designs peeked from under his shirt, the lines
complimenting his well-developed biceps and triceps. Still, she had
work to do.

“Don’t talk much, do you?”

“I’m trying to focus on this essay.” She tapped her
pen against the printout that lay beside her open notebook.

“You’re a student?”

“No, an editor.”

“Of essays?” Persistent bugger.

She tucked a lock of hair behind one ear. “Yes, of
essays.”

“What’s it about?”

Was he flirting with her? It had been a few years
since she’d been attracted to a guy. Ginger, her best friend,
claimed credit for introducing her to so many sexy women. But this
guy…

Pretty eyes aside, she didn’t have time for
flirtation. She needed to get this essay sent back for revision
right away. Also, if she was going to buy a boat and sail away,
dating ranked low on her list of priorities.

Lania drew on her obfuscatory powers, sure he’d
crumble under the onslaught. “It’s an essay on gender roles in
activist communities and vestigial gendered forms of protest. It
discusses the virilization of honor and how activists both subvert
and replicate normative gender ideologies.”

“Wow.” She returned her attention to the paper in
front of her, but, to her surprise, he continued. “I’m filming a
documentary of the Seattle General Strike of 1919, so I’ve been
studying up on labor history and the ways that even men and women
in gender-normal jobs would step outside their roles during
strikes. Is that the sort of thing discussed in the essay?”

Much less annoyed, she studied him closely and
volleyed back. “Many people expect activist communities to be
models of equality, but they’re constituted of people just like any
others, with a significant number of sexist, racist, homophobic,
and otherwise discriminatory problems cropping up. Not to mention
coercion, abuse of power, and other bad behavior. This piece is
specifically about gender norms and how otherwise transgressive
people fight or fulfill these norms.”

She stopped to check his comprehension and his lips
quirked again. “Don’t worry about losing me. I can hold my own.”
Lania tried to resist the thread of interest winding through her.
Oly Rasmussen wasn’t the only sexy academic she’d known, quite the
contrary. But in this park, looking like a skater or bike
messenger, he was unexpected.

“What do you do with these essays?”

“I publish a magazine called Literate
Life.”

“A magazine of essays? Is there a market for that
kind of thing?”

“No, not really. I make the magazine myself. It’s
dedicated to exploring ideas that languish in academia. Sort of
off-center highbrow.” She never could do justice to her magazine
when she tried to boil it down. She picked at the peeling red paint
of the picnic table with a short fingernail.

“What is involved in making a magazine?” Oly spoke
in a coaxing manner that seemed genuine, pulling the words out of
her.

“In my case, I choose the essays and edit them, lay
out the magazine, set the type, print, and bind it.”

“Wait, did you say setting type?”

“Yes, indeed.” Lania felt her shoulders loosen. “I
use an old manual printing press that was built in 1872. Her name
is Esmeralda because I lurch like Quasimodo when I’m printing.”
Lania mimed the motions of loading and removing the paper on each
swing of the paper-holding platen against the inked type. Oly
laughed. “I touch every bit of each magazine, and I’m completely
independent. I set my own deadlines, and I’m the only one who even
notices if I miss them. And I get the most amazing submissions,
from pop culture analyses to dense interpersonal theories.” Lania
wrinkled her nose and tapped the papers in front of her.

“Independence is a different matter when it comes to
film. I couldn’t do it without the crew.”

“How many people work on the film with you?”

“Oh, twelve to twenty people on and off, for
different things. Most people wear more than one hat, and all of
them except Jeremy, my main partner, have other paying jobs. We get
some funding, but it’s not like working with a major studio.”

“What’s your plan for the movie?” A breeze blew off
the water and Lania’s disordered hair drifted forward around her
shoulders. She gathered it and twisted it into a thick rope over
one shoulder.

“Major distribution, I hope. There are indie
theaters across the country that would screen this if I can get the
right distribution company involved.”

“It sounds like you depend on a dozen other people,
plus a distribution company. And if other people fund it, you’re
dependent on them too, right?”

“Making a film by myself would be impossible. We’re
independent as a group, and anybody who wants input on the film in
return for monetary support is refused. I guess it’s like how
unions combine the individual skills of its members to be
independent, as a group, from the bosses.”

“Independent as a group. Maybe writing is so
solitary that I’ve never been forced to depend on other people like
that.”

Oly tipped his head sideways and ran his palm over
his hair. “You’re looking at my situation as dependent. I feel like
there has to be another way of phrasing it. I’ll have to do some
thinking about that.”

Lania saw the sunlight fade and brighten in Oly’s
eyes as a cloud blew across the sun. Analytical conversation
fascinated her, but she couldn’t deny that physical attraction
provided spice.

“Independence is a big deal for you. Is that why you
refused my help on the dock?”

“To a certain extent. I’m planning to sail around
the world, singlehanded, so I will have to be able to do everything
myself.” She relished saying the words aloud for the first time. A
panicky thrill traveled down her spine, and she tapped her pen on
the table.

“By yourself?” Oly’s shock was funny, but not
particularly flattering. Not the reaction she’d hoped for. “I’ve
done some long-distance sailing, but I wouldn’t want to do it
alone.”

“It’s right up my alley.” Lania spoke with firm
conviction. “Where’ve you been?”

“Gulf of Mexico, Caribbean, and down to Rio de
Janeiro.”

“It’ll be a long time until I get there if I head
west around the world.”

“I’d rather see the Marquesas.” He paused. “Do you
have a boat?”

“Not yet. I’m about to start on that part.”
Defensive tension drew her shoulders higher.

“I’m in awe.” He shrugged gracefully. “Best of
luck.”

Her brave words suddenly felt like outrageous
boasts. She cast about for another subject. “What a day off! A big
bike ride and good conversation.” Lightening the mood, she sat
back. “Do you ride often?”

Oly nodded toward his bike, tension fading. “That
there is my trusty steed. I ride everywhere.”

“Me too. I bet I rode farther than you today.”

Oly tipped his head back and considered Lania. He
looked at her bike and then back at her. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Wanna bet?

“What should we bet?” Lania wasn’t sure what she
wanted to hear. A date? Her phone number?

“Well, if I had the harder ride, you have to come to
a party next Friday. It’s a show for local artists at my friend’s
loft on the north edge of Georgetown. Cheap liquor and smart
company.” Oly’s wicked smile put Lania on guard. “And if you had
the harder ride, I’ll fix your flat tire.”

“What?” Lania turned toward the bikes. Just as Oly
had said, her back wheel’s rim rested on the ground while the tire
bulged, flat, on either side. “I hate flat tires!”

“Well, you’d better hope you win, then. I’m not
going to fix that if I don’t have to…”

“Well, then. Let’s play. You first.”

Oly buffed his fingernails on his shirt. “I rode
from Belltown down to the Ferry Terminal, over to Seattle Center,
and thence here.”

“Well, I’m not sure how you want to judge this
thing, but here goes. I rode from the CD down Madison to the Ferry
Terminal—funny we didn’t see each other there—then to Shilshole via
Fremont, back through Fremont, and thence, as you so eloquently put
it, here.”

Oly stood and sighed. “I’ll get right on that flat.”
Lania looked for signs of resentment or irritation, but Oly got out
his bike tools. “Will you unlock your bike so I can get the wheel
off?”

She removed the lock and flipped the bike over. She
started to reach for the quick-lock release for the wheel, but Oly
stopped her with a shake of a finger. He reached down and
began.

Minutes later, Oly stood Lania’s bike back on its
patched and fully inflated tires.

“Totally weird.”

He turned to her, one eyebrow raised.

“Oh, the gender shit. You know. The girl, standing
by, fluttering her hands while the big strong man changes her
tire.”

“Well, I’m trans, so that queers it up a bit,
right?” Oly’s tone stayed light, but he kept his eyes on her.

“It does, indeed.” Lania shook her head. She
couldn’t help it; her eyes flickered down his body, looking for
clues she’d missed. “So much easier to take, knowing that.
Different power imbalance?”

“On a structural level, perhaps, but personally, I
think we’re pretty well matched.” He bounced his eyebrows
theatrically. “At least for wrestling.”

“My weight versus your muscle?”

“Or your strength versus my speed…” Oly stretched
his long body in the fading sunlight and Lania watched the
flattering gold of sunset glisten on his fair skin. She cleared her
throat, shaken by the clench in her belly at the sight. “It’s
getting late.” She wondered how he’d smell. What kinds of hormones
raced through his body, scenting his sweat?

“What time is it?” He looked at his watch. “Shit! I
have to go! I have this thing, my assistant director, shit!”

Oly unlocked his bike in a flurry. He spoke over his
shoulder as he tossed the lock in his backpack. “I’m late, but I
want to see you again. Consider the party even though I lost fair
and square?” He got on his bike, already moving. “Call me,
okay?”

Lania stood, dumbfounded. She watched him moving
away with increasing speed. “But you didn’t give me your
number…”


Chapter Two

Lania picked her dad from the contacts in her cell
phone and hit dial.

“This’s Adam.”

“Hi, Dad, it’s me.”

“Hey, Lania. Cool. Are you heading over the pass to
see me?” His voice rose at the end, hopeful.

“No, no, I’m not planning a trip this month. Too
much work to do. Is that the only time I ever call you?”

“Well, you know—neither one of us is big on phones.
So what are you calling about, if not a visit?”

She paused. “I love you.”

“I love you too. Uh oh, this must be a big one.”

“Dad! I’m not trying to butter you up!”

“Sorry, sorry. I’m always happy to hear from you.
Well, do we have to shoot the shit, or can you tell me what’s
happening?”

Lania took a deep breath and started pacing her
bedroom. “I’m going to buy a boat and sail around the world.”

After a moment of silence, her dad’s cautious
response reached her. “Okay. When?”

“Oh, Dad. You’re great.” She tucked her hair behind
her ear. “I didn’t know how you were going to take it.”

“Well, you haven’t given it to me yet. Tell me more
about this. You liked your sailing lessons that much?”

“You know how much I want to travel. I have to keep
learning, Dad, and I want the exposure to fresh ideas and ways of
living. And I’m too lazy to want to hitchhike across Asia.”

Her dad’s voice dropped. “Too sensible as well. I
knew that the move to Seattle wouldn’t satisfy you for much longer,
but I thought you might still join the Peace Corps.”

“I was tempted, but all of the volunteer
organizations I researched are so constrained. They’re responsible
for you, and that puts too many barriers on possibility.” She sat
on her futon bed and crossed her legs. “Voyaging under sail is the
perfect mix of the planned and the unknown. On a boat, I’ll always
have a safe place to sleep. I’ll buy strange vegetables in village
markets, but I’ll cook them on my very own stove. I’ll be able to
really absorb my experiences, rather than being overwhelmed by
them. Making my own water and electricity, using wind power to get
from place to place. It’s an environmental dream. You’ve talked
about getting the farm to a carbon-neutral standing. ”

She coaxed her silent father with his own words.
“Besides, paying rent month after month is just throwing money
away. You brought me up with the idea that I should buy a house so
that I can earn equity with my monthly payments, but buying a boat
is very similar. Any money I put into it adds to its value. It’s an
investment. Plus, I can move it anytime I want, which will satisfy
my love of new surroundings.”

“I know that you’re not happy selling eyeglasses for
a living, but I always thought you’d make the magazine a paying
concern and devote yourself to that. What are you going to do with
the press?”

Lania swallowed. “I’m going to sell it for the down
payment.”

“That’s a huge step. How do you feel about
that?”

“It’s painful, of course. I can’t let that stand in
the way of going.”

“Sorry, but…I’m sure you’ve given this a lot of
thought, but it sounds like you’ll be giving up so much to make
this happen. The magazine, your friends, even the kind of normal
comfort most people take for granted. I’ve read some sea stories.
Adventurers spend a lot of time cold or wet or both.”

“I can’t tell you how much thought I’ve put into
this.” Lania’s throat felt tight. “I’ll miss you and Ginger and
Hoss and the others, though I can keep up with you and my friends
by e-mail or Skype when I’m near shore. I’m torn up about letting
the magazine disappear. But I’m not giving up more than I’m
getting. I can’t let my dreams fade and turn into stories I once
told myself so I could get through the day.”

“You’re an amazing woman, as well as my favorite
daughter.” He sounded proud, if a bit worried.

“Only daughter,” Lania said, supplying her line in
the routine.

“Not many people would want to set out by themselves
to sail around the world. Have your sailing lessons prepared you
for this sort of thing?”

“I have certificates in everything up to coastal
cruising. I finished the last course yesterday. I’ve learned more
than I ever dreamed existed about halyards and sheets and seacocks
and through-hulls. I want to do my offshore passages aboard my own
boat. I’m certain I have enough background knowledge to work out
the rest myself. Until I get my own boat, I can keep my chops on
the small boats at the Center for Wooden Boats.” Lania cast about
in her mind for the other arguments she’d prepared.

Her dad cleared his throat. “I can’t wait to see
what you come up with. Do you have any boats in mind?”

Lania took a deep breath and told him all about her
dream boat.

*

Jeremy Noor huffed as he tossed lighting soft boxes
into the van. “What do you mean, we’re not independent
filmmakers?”

“No, no—in that labeling kind of way, we are
independent filmmakers. But you know what that means nowadays. Most
of the other so-called independent films being made today get half
their funding from subsidiaries of the large studios.” Oly leaned
on the van door. “It’s not really about that, though.”

“What is it about, then?” Ordinarily a mobile-faced
clown, Jeremy was still. At rest, his body tended to slump into a
long, skinny question mark, head drooping forward.

“I met this woman yesterday at the Center for Wooden
Boats. She got me thinking.”

“About whether you’re an independent filmmaker?”

“About being independent in general. She publishes a
magazine all by herself. She edits the articles and prints them on
an old-fashioned printing press. Isn’t that cool?”

“You mean, she sets type and does the ink thing and
all that?”

“Yeah. All that. And she has this bug up her butt.
We got into it over the meaning of dependence.”

“You met a woman and got in a fight with her? You’re
the smooth one!”

“It wasn’t like that. It was…It was like the late
night philosophical discussions you only have with your best
friend. Like the way you and I talked in the shared housing our
freshman year. I was trying to flirt with her, but she got me
talking about real things instead.”

Jeremy dropped his jaw in exaggerated awe. “You mean
you treated a strange woman like an actual person? You? The
quickest pickup artist in Seattle and fastest to leave when a girl
falls for you?”

“I hate it when you call me a pickup artist. I’m no
predator.”

“Granted.” Jeremy flourished a bow. “The women you
fuck are just as motivated as you are. Even more motivated, the
morning after.”

“Yeah. Unless my gender is too much for them.” Oly
shook off the old banter. “Well, anyway, we got to talking about
being an independent filmmaker, and I’ve been thinking about it
ever since. It’s really an inaccurate description. We’re not
independent—we’re interdependent.”

Jeremy cocked his head to the side.

“What do I do myself? I plan things, I tell people
what to do, and sometimes I hold a camera myself. But you, of all
people, know how much I don’t do. If I tried to do the lighting,
sound, and camera work myself, I’d go insane. Every film is a
complex set of interdependencies.”

Jeremy nodded. “It’s true. We’ve got to have the
technicians who can get what we want. And the actors, of course.
They are a big part of the end result. I see what you’re saying.
But what’s wrong with that?”

“Doesn’t it ever get to you that we put heart and
soul into getting the images we want on film, then hand that over
to some tech who develops the film and may or may not do it
right?”

Jeremy’s brows lowered. “It’s a gamble, every time.
I know that. But when I see a final shot that is perfect, that was
created by the cooperation of a dozen people or more…when it all
comes together and it’s right…that’s a communal kind of art.”

“You really are a poet, Jeremy.” Oly sighed. “It’s
an art form we both love. I’m just thinking what it might mean to
try something on my own. For now, it’s enough to know that we’re a
set of independent-minded people, negotiating and sweating our way
through the making of this film.”

“So, what is a no-strings guy like you doing
obsessing on a philosophically inclined girl?”

“You make it sound like I’ve never dated a woman
with brains.”

“I can’t imagine how you’d find out whether the
women you date have brains. You never stick around long enough to
talk.”

“You’re so full of shit, Jeremy.” Oly tried to
dismiss his words and the whole conversation.

“I’m glad you’ve met someone who turns you on in
more than one way. Is it serious?”

“Come on, Jeremy. I’m not talking about marrying
this woman.”

“I’m just saying. There’s this new girl and you’ve
already had more conversation with her than any other woman you’re
not working with. You’re thinking about her, and I think it’s a
good sign.”

“Yeah, it’s a sign that I was dehydrated when I met
her. Look, I doubt I’ll ever see her again. I don’t know anything
about her and, in case you haven’t noticed, Seattle is a big city.
I kind-of, almost invited her to the loft party on Friday, but I
didn’t even give her any information about it.”

“Oh man, you were so freaked out that you lost your
head? I can’t believe it.”

Oly gave up on the conversation. “Get back to work.
We have to get all this gear loaded and get out of here.”

“Oh, this is going to be fun to watch.”

*

Lania chewed over the fact that she was dressing up
for a party that she ordinarily wouldn’t be going to, for a guy who
might or might not have invited her to it. And wasn’t she supposed
to be focusing on boating anyway? What good would it do to start
dating a new guy right now?

On the other hand, it had been a while since she’d
gotten laid.

After the sudden way Oly had departed, Lania had
returned to the picnic table and tried to focus on her editing, but
there was no room in her thoughts for commas, semicolons, and
deciding between that and which. She left soon after Oly did.

Ginger Curadero, her best friend and an excellent
writer of niche pornography and speculative fiction, had invited
her to a party a few days afterward. Lania’s first instinct had
been to turn down the invitation as she usually did, but Ginger
wouldn’t let her say no without telling her about the event. As
Lania listened, she had realized that it sounded like the party Oly
had used for his wager. Lania had accepted the invitation and
agreed to be picked up at eight. Her desire to see Oly again made
her skin twitch, but she refused to think about it.

Now, almost a week after meeting him, Lania studied
herself in the mirror. She gave her dress a little shake to make
the gathers fall evenly. The flowing material with its amorphous
pattern in brown and blue flared around her wide hips and gathered
under her breasts to enhance their rounded undersides. Lania tugged
the scoop neckline upward.

Ginger was a few minutes late. Lania shook her hair
out of her face and resisted the urge to try something fancy with
the heavy mass that waved past her shoulders. Her distant
great-great-grandfather’s Italian bequests had been a last name, a
Roman nose, and a thick, untamable mane with curls at the bottom,
impervious to elegance. The doorbell rang just in time to drive the
idea from her head, and Lania grabbed her soft linen handbag. She
stepped to the door with amazing restraint, but when she saw Ginger
filling out jeans and a Sex Pistols T-shirt with her big curves,
Lania began to chuckle. Ginger looked on in good-natured confusion
as Lania sat in the chair near the door and released her built-up
tension.

“Did I do something?” Ginger asked, her head cocked
to the side.

“Oh no, Ginger, I’m not laughing at you. I just put
so much time and effort into getting ready for this. I never asked
you whether it was going to be a fancy party, and I wanted to look
nice. I was thinking art opening…” Lania gulped and stepped into
the kitchen for a glass of water. “Sorry for the rude welcome.”

Ginger followed. “I’m tough and you’ll be fine in
that dress. Art parties are notorious for the eclectic attire of
the guests. We set each other off quite nicely if I do say so
myself.” Ginger dropped into one of the two dining chairs by the
little table in the ambitiously named breakfast nook. “As long as I
don’t have an ear of corn sticking out of my hat or something silly
like that.”

“Nothing like that, though there is…” Ginger sat up
at attention. “That adorable gleam in your eye. You look like you
have something up your sleeve.”

Ginger smirked. “I also invited my cousin’s new
co-worker. She’s cute and I’ve got a crush.”

Lania lifted an eyebrow. “Should I make secondary
plans on getting home?”

Ginger looked away. “If it wouldn’t put you out, I
think that might be nice. You don’t have to, of course. I’d never
leave you stranded. If you meet up with someone, though, let me
know, okay?”

This time, Lania was the one who looked away,
blushing a bit. She didn’t say anything right away, and Ginger
looked her over again. “What are you all dressed up for? Are you
meeting someone? I should have known when you said you’d come to
the party. You never come to parties! I should have known. Tell me
all about it!” Ginger grabbed Lania’s hand and pulled her down into
the other chair.

Lania ducked her head. “It seems so silly. Last
Sunday, I met a guy at the Center for Wooden Boats and we hit it
off. He had to leave suddenly and we didn’t have time to exchange
phone numbers, but he mentioned that he’d like me to go to some
party. He told me a little about it, and I thought this might be
the party he was talking about.”

“Is he cute?” asked Ginger, cutting right to the
chase.

“Yes. He’s a bike rider, slender but strong legs.
His eyes are green—a bright, light springtime green.” Lania gave in
and started in on the long version of their day together. At the
end, Ginger sat back with a considering look on her face. Lania
came out of her daydream enough to realize that Ginger was staring
at her. “What?”

Ginger shook her head. “Lania, he sounds perfect for
you. That’s a little weird, but good, I think.” Ginger pursed her
lips. “You have a great dress on, but those shoes are
unacceptable.”

“Don’t start in on me. You know I can’t wear high
heels. I don’t understand how people do it, and it certainly
wouldn’t be impressive if I fell down right in front of him.”

“Wear those blue ballet-type slippers you bought the
last time I tricked you into shopping.”

Lania jumped up and kissed Ginger on the forehead.
“I totally forgot those,” she sang as she ran back to her bedroom
and kicked off her boat moccasins. She rummaged around and came out
victorious. She danced back into the kitchen and did a pirouette in
the middle of the room.

“I’m so glad you’re here to help me, Ginger! I
wouldn’t even have these if you hadn’t convinced me to buy them…”
Lania danced out toward the door and Ginger stood to follow her
out.

Lania jangled her keys in rhythm to the song in her
head and enjoyed her buoyant excitement.

*

An hour later, Lania held a watery mixture of
vanilla vodka and ginger ale in a plastic cup. Her ice had melted
and so had her mood. She didn’t know anyone but Ginger, who was
intent on the new girl she’d met through her cousin. The party
hadn’t picked up yet, and the room felt barren. Concrete walls and
wooden plank floor, plus a tall ceiling of bare beams, made for a
large open space with a rabbit’s warren of smaller rooms at one
end.

Too self-conscious to dance in the near-empty space,
Lania stood near a wall showcasing large abstract works of art. She
was relieved that Ginger had been right—in the wild mix of clothing
already being displayed, Lania’s classy but relaxed dress didn’t
warrant a second look. No Oly, but he seemed like the type to come
late to parties.

A middle-aged man in sweatpants and a
paint-splattered tunic wandered up to her. “Hey, there.” She nodded
agreeably. “I’m Robbie. Some of this is my work.”

Lania perked up. “Oh, yeah? Which pieces are
yours?”

Robbie stepped closer and touched her shoulder to
turn her attention behind her. “Those are a few of them.” He eyed
his work with a satisfied mien.

Lania studied the group of paintings. “You like
Jackson Pollack?”

Robbie stepped back and pantomimed slashing his
wrists. “These aren’t copies. This comes from the deepest parts of
me.” He moved closer again. “Do you see the emotion?”

Lania flashed him a placating smile and then looked
back at the paintings. She stepped closer to see the texture of the
paint on the canvas and then back, feeling like an impostor. Robbie
seemed to have taken her remark as a challenge. “There are such
deep cuts in the paint on this one. It looks very frustrated, or
maybe it’s about exorcising frustration.” Maybe that would satisfy
him. She turned all the way around, looking at the other art and
scanning the growing crowd for Oly. “It’s all very wonderful.”

Robbie stepped right up next to Lania’s shoulder.
“What’s your name?”

Lania started to look at him and then realized how
close he had gotten. She turned, flustered. “Oh, my friend is
waving. I’ll talk to you later.” She tossed the words over her
shoulder as she walked away.

Lania wandered around the room and wrestled with the
feeling that she was doomed to be a wallflower at this party. Her
pride wouldn’t let her go hide in a back room, so she meandered
around the room, feeling lonely.

*

Lania was still carrying the same drink another hour
later. The lights had gone down, and the room was filling up. She
studied a large acrylic painting and cheered herself up with bad
poetry comparing the painting to the drink in her hand, flat and
lacking in taste.

A tall, skinny man in a red shirt with silver snaps
and black leather pants walked up next to her and gave her a
companionable nod. He held a plastic cup and took a sip as he
scanned the expressionist painting in front of them. She nodded
back and he caught her attempt to look serious. “What’s that all
about?”

“I was making up a poem that was so horrible I had
to give it up for dead.”

The man nodded with mock seriousness. “Want to try
it out on me?”

“Oh, no, it was far too bad to share. I’ve laughed
at myself enough. You’ll have to wait for another opportunity.”

“I’m Hideo.”

“Lania. Nice to meet you, Hideo.” They shook
hands.

“Lania’s a pretty name. So, what do you write that’s
any good, Lania?”

“I don’t write much at all, but I edit a ton of
great writing. I edit and print a magazine called Literate
Life. It’s a monthly.”

“That’s your magazine? You’re Lania Mar…hey, how do
you say your last name?

Lania answered the question that had stalked her
throughout her school years. “Mar-key-all.”

“You’re Lania Marchiol? I can’t believe this! Hey,
can I introduce you to some friends?” Hideo dragged Lania along to
the next room over. “They’re not going to believe that you’re here
tonight! I can’t believe it myself!”

Lania followed as Hideo blazed a trail through the
big room and into a small, dimly lighted room, empty of furnishings
except a grand piano with a natural walnut finish. He broke into a
circle of seven people talking near the gorgeous instrument. “Hey,
you guys, guess who I found?”

Amused, annoyed, and questioning gazes all fell on
Lania. She tucked a heavy curl behind her ear and scanned the group
through her lashes. Not a single person in the group was dressed
like Hideo, in his rockabilly gear. As a matter of fact, no two
people were dressed alike, and Lania was drowning in the mixed
social cues.

Hideo didn’t hesitate. “This is Lania Marchiol,
everyone.” The group seemed taken aback, and Hideo started throwing
names out and pointing at people. Lania didn’t catch a single name
but was laughing by the end.

With the ice broken, talk resumed and she began to
meet the people in the group. Hideo, it turned out, was a huge fan
of her magazine. Lania didn’t even know she had fans, so she was
all the more surprised to find out that everyone in the group knew
and respected Literate Life.

A tall, skinny woman named Mitzi, her hair pinned
tight to her head, wanted to talk about the revolution delineated
in William Blake’s poems and how it could be put into action.
“When’s the last time you read his major works?” Mitzi asked. Lania
had to admit that she hadn’t made it past his poetry, mostly the
pieces in Songs of Innocence and Experience. Mitzi began to
lay out, with copious citations, the bare bones of the Blake
Paradigm, as she called it.

Interested but overwhelmed, Lania ended her
conversation with Mitzi by promising to read the essay and consider
it for the magazine. Though excited by the idea of some fresh
blood, she was a bit bemused by the idea of veering so far from her
more usual works.

A tiny woman in her sixties tapped Lania’s arm. “How
do you do, my dear? I’m Ms. Most, or Gillian—whichever you like
best.” Gillian chattered on without waiting for a response. “I love
your magazine, dear. But do you have the ability to print images as
well as words?” Lania nodded, the only response Gillian allowed
her. “Because I have the most wonderful cartoon! A Ford Galaxy 500,
covered with bumper stickers that criticize cars. Sayings like ‘No
Blood for Oil,’ ‘Subvert the Dominant Paradigm—Earth First,’ and
‘Stop Global Warming.’ And the car is clattering away, blowing a
huge cloud of exhaust and dripping oil on the ground.” Gillian
beamed. “Get it?”

Before she could get a word in edgewise, Gillian
prattled on. “I have more cartoons in my car.” She leered at Lania.
“Want to see my etchings, little girl?”

“As a matter of fact, I do.” With a fresh contact in
her cell phone, Lania moved on. She mingled like a pro, far more
comfortable than she’d expected.

Drinks were refilled; conversation got more raucous
and impassioned. Ginger stopped by and joined a debate on the
subject of depression medication, a dazed-looking dark-skinned girl
in a sleek white ball gown tucked under her arm. Realizing that
this must be the cousin’s co-worker, Lania disengaged her from
Ginger and brought her into a conversation about the difficulty of
writing poetry about ugly subjects like politics.

“…and Shakespeare couldn’t have gotten laid as much
as she did using that line!”

The spontaneous pickup line contest rolled on while
Lania checked out a commotion at the freight elevator. An entire
crew swept in, yelling and grabbing people, with Oly in the middle.
Lania shivered all over and tried to catch up with the conversation
that had gotten away from her. Ginger caught the byplay and looked
at her with a raised brow. Lania shook her head at her, mouthing
“Later.”

From a room away, Oly’s presence caused her
uncomfortable waves of anticipation. It wasn’t hard to keep track
of him—everywhere he went, people yelled his name and the names of
the people with him. Hugs and jokes and boisterous behavior
followed Oly like a wake as he circled the room. Lania rejoiced
that she had become a part of a conversation. To be found by Oly
hiding in a corner would have been intolerable.

Some minutes later, a tipsy woman offered to get
Lania a fresh drink. She looked at the warm, flat soda with a start
and decided to get her own. She left the music room and started
across the dance floor to the bar. Maybe she should try to find
Oly. Lania reached the bar and leaned forward to signal the
bartender.

Lania’s neck hair prickled and, from behind, a warm
voice murmured in her ear. “Hey, sailor.”


Chapter Three

Oly watched Lania’s shoulders ease before she
turned. “Hey, yourself.”

He bent his head close to hers, hunting her light
scent. “You made it.”

“Yes.”

“I’m glad.”

“I…I wasn’t sure this was the party.”

“I haven’t done such a bad job of asking a woman out
on a date since I was in high school.”

“Hey, you want something?” Tommy, the surly
bartender, demanded their attention.

“Yes, Tommy. A rum and cola and…”

“Vanilla vodka and ginger ale.”

Drinks appeared and Tommy disappeared, leaving them
alone among the hundreds of people at the party. “Hey—let’s find
somewhere we can sit down and talk.”

Oly turned, looking back to make sure Lania was
following. He led the way behind the bar, waving at Tommy, and
opened a doorway hidden by a tapestry. He held the tapestry away
from the wall so that Lania could follow and dropped the covering
back into place behind her. In the sudden darkness, he reached out
and took her hand, guiding her through a succession of echoing
rooms. He brought them to a quiet, dark room from which he could
hear, muffled, the music from the main room.

Paintings leaned ten and fifteen deep against one
wall. Reflected light peeked through the doorway, and neon blinked
from outside the windows spanning one wall of the room. He led her
to an opulent red velvet chaise lounge nestled in an inset in a
side wall and motioned for her to sit at the head. The niche hid
the doorway from them and gave a warm sense of privacy. The red and
yellow city lights outside the window flowed over Lania’s shoulder
and glowed in her hair.

Oly watched Lania sip from her drink and look around
the room. She’d flirted, unselfconscious, minutes ago, but now she
looked stiff.

“Hey.” The breathiness in her voice revealed
excitement.

“Hey.” He should set her at ease, but her tension
brought a lick of heat to his belly.

“Um.” Lania turned the cup in her hands. “I met a
whole bunch of great people here. There’s a guy named Hideo who
asked about the magazine, and it turns out that he and his friends
read it. They can never find more than a couple copies since I
spread them so thinly, so they share the copies they find. They
said they read every bit. It’s so amazing. I thought only my family
and friends read it. I keep putting the magazine out there, but I
don’t hear back much, and I was afraid that no one really liked
it.” She stumbled to an end, her amazement endearing.

Oly reached for her hand and toyed with her fingers.
“Is that why I couldn’t find a copy myself? I drove myself nuts
this week, going into every bookstore I could find, trying to
figure out how to contact you.”

The tension in her fingers grew. “I’ve never tried
to
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