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Synopsis

How did a club night with friends go so off the
rails? Nash’s day had started out so well. An adorable barista
flirted with her as she picked up her morning espresso, which might
have contributed to the distraction that moments later nearly ended
in disaster. Nash had used the word “disaster” carelessly not
realizing how far the rest of her day would spiral after her tragic
morning commute. Picking up girls after midnight in an ER is a
clear sign of desperation, right? Unless that girl is the
enchanting nurse who keeps coming to her rescue.
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Acknowledgments

This is the first installment in a series of short
stories all set in Orlando, Florida.

I wrote these stories about a year before the
horrible shooting there. I’ve really struggled with my feelings
about what happened. The whole event felt extra personal because I
lived in Orlando during my twenties. Pulse, and other gay clubs,
were where I came out. My time in Orlando represents my passage to
adulthood in many ways.

When I was twenty-six, gay clubs offered a new world
order. I spent all week being closeted for work, family, church,
and neighbors. But on Saturday night at the club, finally, freedom.
It was as if the community in the club was some utopia where
everyone was accepted as fully themselves.

To anyone who isn’t gay this probably sounds very
strange because you get to be yourself all day every day. But I’m
sure those of you who are gay can relate to this. Especially if you
came out in the era before Ellen and Modern Family. And even
still, in some parts of the country where it isn’t safe to be out,
gay clubs offer the only respite from the rest of life.

To be victimized, killed, in possibly the one place
you feel safe is horrific.

And for those who were wounded, whose families didn’t
know until they got a call from the hospital, I feel for them. To
be forced out before you’re ready or before you’ve come to terms
with it yourself is tough to get through.

I debated whether the timing was right to publish
this series because the stories are very humorous in tone. But
maybe now is the best time to publish them, because they celebrate
LGBT life in Orlando, which still burns bright, despite this
terrible attack.

This story is for you, Orlando.


Dedication

For Preston, who survived the straw and got the
girl


Death by Cocktail Straw

Nash Wiley squinted into the sun as she made the
turn to park in front of Ninja Star Coffee Bar. Central Florida in
early spring was the only place to be. Midmorning and it was warm
enough to drive with the top down.

She killed the engine and then tilted the rearview
mirror sideways. Her hair appropriately disheveled with expensive
hair products. Check. No foreign substances in front teeth from the
breakfast she’d just inhaled. Check. As she stepped out of the car,
she subtly ran her fingers over the fly of her jeans. Zipper in the
up position. Check.

As she sauntered toward the coffeehouse, she glanced
back at her ride. What a cliché. She’d always mocked guys who
checked out their car as they walked away from it and now she was
doing the same goofy thing. Of course the car was still exactly
where she’d parked it two minutes ago. Birds passed overhead, and
she shot them a glare, warning that they should avoid making any
deposits on her freshly washed roadster.

The café wasn’t too busy. Nash might actually arrive
for work on time.

There were a couple of hipster wannabes ahead of her
obsessively checking their phones.  Nash watched the line,
hoping her turn in the queue would be awarded to the cute barista
rather than the bearded dude who looked as if he’d gotten lost on
his way to Portland. The tone of the whole day could be thrown off
by a bad barista encounter on the way to work.

Lucky for Nash, bearded dude got stuck answering a
million questions about the café’s roasting procedures for their
fair trade coffee beans from hipster number two. She smiled at the
cute, willowy barista with the dainty nose ring and an intricate
henna tattoo on her left hand.

“Hi, I haven’t seen you this week.”

“Yeah, it’s been a crazy week.” Nash had overslept
the last three days and as punishment had been relegated to
drinking coffee at the office. She didn’t even have to be logged in
until ten, but as far as her internal clock was concerned that
might as well have been dawn.

“What can I get you?”

“An Americano with room. Thanks.”

“I’ll get that right up for you. It’s Nash, right?”
She held a Sharpie to the side of the paper cup.

“Yeah, Nash.” Such a small thing, but she always got
the warm fuzzies when cute baristas remembered her name.

Nash moved to the side of the front counter. She
leaned against the wall and checked her phone while she waited for
her coffee. There was a text from her pal Jan Webber.

Are we going out tonight? texted Web.

Sure, replied Nash.

Time?

Late. Timing was everything in Nash’s
opinion. You didn’t want to arrive early and look too eager, too
single, or too desperate. The triple threat.

Yer killin’ me. Define late.

11:00?

Yes. Pick me up?

Sure. Nash clicked off. She’d just done her
part to contribute to the demise of modern discourse with a string
of single syllable responses. It wasn’t that Nash was a bad
communicator, at least not from her perspective. She was just a
lazy texter. Besides, she could only be expected to type single
word answers since she was walking back to her car while holding
her coffee in her other hand.

Nash dropped into the low altitude bucket seat of
her small car. This little roadster was barely a foot off the
ground. She’d bought it from an old guy whose knees would no longer
allow him to climb out of it. He’d babied this car. He’d garaged it
and only driven it six thousand miles in more than a decade. The
car was mint.

She put on dark shades and merged into traffic
heading toward downtown Orlando. Shots of sunlight like small solar
flares bounced off the glassy front of the Sun Trust Bank tower.
Nash was only a block from work, on Orange Avenue, stopped at a
light. She was lost in thought, singing along to some old Donnas CD
she’d found in a desk drawer at home. The turn arrow signaled green
for go and she began to turn.

A second later, Nash’s world went completely white.
The loss of visual made the crunching sounds she heard next even
more confusing, then she felt the car shift as
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