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  Synopsis


     
  

Sylvia Ramirez believes in marriage, two people bound together forever in love. Jules Marvin is a contented polyamorist and has no plans to change. She enjoys her freedom and has no interest in monogamy.


     
  

Everything changes when they meet in the summer when marriage equality came to California. As Proposition 8 threatens to take away everything Sylvia’s worked for, she fights her attraction to Jules. Jules is intrigued and impressed by Sylvia’s passion for justice, but she’s certain she’s not ready for a one-on-one relationship. They’re polar opposites in everything. And as San Francisco’s queers fight Proposition 8, everything Sylvia and Jules assume is true is called into question.
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  Chapter One


     
  

A woman stretched out a slim hand and drew Jules toward her. Their naked bodies touched and Jules gasped at the heat of contact. They kissed and fell into bed, not a sliver of space between their slick bodies.

Jules Marvin was jolted awake by the “William Tell Overture,” the ringtone on her cell phone. Groaning, she groped for it, knowing it could only be one person: her mother. No one else had the nerve to ring her before nine thirty in the morning. A perk of her job as a dog walker was sleeping late, since she didn’t need to begin picking up her charges until eleven or so, depending on who was on the schedule. Her mother’s early-morning calls were yet another of her passive-aggressive methods of criticizing what she considered Jules’s laziness and lack of a real job. Jules’s mom thought she should be getting up at four in the morning like her workaholic sisters.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Darling, I’m sorry to bother you so early, but I wanted to catch you before you went out.”

“Mom, I have a cell phone so you can get hold of me anytime, even if you only call when you know I’m sleeping. And you don’t seem to ever remember the time-zone difference.”

“Julia, that isn’t true.” Jules’s mother was prone to lying as well as using veiled criticism, and she never used Jules’s nickname in spite of her many requests. Jules decided it wasn’t worth fighting about.

“Whatever. Just tell me what’s up.” She liked to throw “whatever” into conversation to annoy her mother.

“Thalia is going to be out your way next month.” Thalia, Jules’s oldest sister, was an investment banker and marathon runner, and just being in the same room with her made Jules anxious.

“Why are you telling me this? Can’t she call me herself?” Jules yawned, not bothering to hide her irritation. Her mother was always trying to get her together with Thalia, though they had nothing in common.

“I’m just helping. You know she’s busy. I wanted to let you know.”

“Is she going to want to stay with me?” Jules asked, already knowing the answer.

“No, dear, she’ll stay in a hotel.”

“Okay. What day?”

“Tuesday the fourth.”

“Got it.” Jules didn’t bother writing it down because it was irrelevant. Thalia might text her to grab a drink, but more than likely, Jules wouldn’t hear from her at all. That was the way it usually went, which was fine with her.

“That it, Mom?”

“Yes, Julia, dear, that is all. You should get to bed earlier, though, so you could get up earlier.”

“Bye, Mom.” She flipped her cell closed and snuggled back under the covers for another hour of sleep. With luck, she could pick up the dream where she’d left off.


     
  

*


     
  

Jules stopped her Volvo on Castro Street near Nineteenth in front of the Edwardian house belonging to her third client, Elvis, the French bulldog. She thought of her dogs, not their owners, as the clients. She certainly spent more time with dogs than people, although she might share a quick hello and a bit of business chat with other dog walkers. With their funny and varied personalities, dogs were more relatable than people she knew. People came with problems, drama, and demands.

She bounded up the many steps to the front door. The house was set into the side of the hill that separated the Castro from Noe Valley and had been meticulously restored by its two male owners. Jules was used to seeing the fine houses of the owners of the dogs she walked. Her clients’ families generally had to be well-off to afford full-time dog walkers. Jules didn’t resent them for having money. In fact, she was grateful so many San Franciscans had dogs. It was, after all, the city of Saint Francis, the patron saint of animals, and it had the highest per-capita dog ownership of any large city. Only some of its fine houses had backyards, and even so, the conscientious dog owners still hired dog walkers. Jules performed a vital service. The dogs shouldn’t be left to languish all day by themselves. Of course, the ones who lived in apartments had to be taken out, too. Hence, Jules and her colleagues were necessary and paid well for their services.

Jules opened the heavy oak door with its expensive beveled-glass window and bent down to pet Elvis. He was barking his little round head off, and the force of his barks made him look like he was bouncing straight up and down. Jules pulled his leash off the hook inside the door, snapped it on, and led him down the stairs.

She lifted him into the back of her Volvo and slid into the driver’s seat to continue her rounds. She consulted her notebook to check the address for her next client, Barney, a mixed breed. His mom, Perla, was overseas and had left him in the care of a friend, someone named Sylvia, who lived not far from Perla. Jules had a soft spot for Barney, so she didn’t charge Perla quite as much as she charged some other clients. Perla had a modest job and was a lesbian, so she deserved a break. Jules also admired her for adopting a mutt like Barney. He was a welcome change from the nervous, entitled purebreds she often took care of. Like Elvis, for instance.

Where did she want to go today? One of the many things Jules loved about San Francisco was its many city parks, as well as the Presidio spread over the northwest corner. She wasn’t in the mood for chatter with the other dog walkers; she just wanted to be with the dogs, so she mentally mapped out the way to Sunset Heights Park. It was small and quiet, and she was unlikely to run into anyone other than a couple of moms with their kids in the tiny playground.

Jules had to pick up two more dogs after Barney to have her full complement for the day. She didn’t like to have more than five at once, since the leashes became tangled and the dogs were harder to control. She also tended to concentrate on smaller and medium-sized breeds, since she didn’t have much room in her Volvo station wagon, although its back area was good sized. She separated it from the front seat with a metal gate because some of the “kids,” as she often thought of them, like Barney, wanted to climb into the front seat.

She tried to maintain a certain level of discipline with her group because it was good for them, and their owners were often uninterested in discipline and training. Jules required that the dogs be responsive to voice commands, and most of them were pretty good, but their other obedience skills could be sketchy. Jules didn’t mind. She was fond of them all. It wasn’t an intellectual job, but she spent most of her days outdoors, free from office drudgery. Her time was her own and she answered to no one, which suited her perfectly.

She reached the park around noon and started throwing balls for the ball chasers. Snips and Elvis ran around after each other. Jules decided to take a walk along the paths in the park with the group to give them plenty of space and time to run. A couple of them, Barney and Maggie, tended to not want to chase balls, so she needed to walk them to give them exercise. She decided to take the paths down around the southern end of the park, where she let them all off their leashes and draped the leashes around her neck, leaving her hands free.

“Ugh.” Jules sighed, reminded of the one negative of her job. Maggie had a bout of diarrhea and Jules had to focus on her for a few minutes. When she finished cleaning up, she stood and looked around but couldn’t see Barney. She started down to the dead end of the lowest part of the path, calling out to him, and heard a familiar yelp. She turned to the group. “Stay!” They all stopped and plopped their butts on the ground.

Barney was whining in the bushes to the right side of the cul-de-sac. She went toward the sound, and as she came to the end she saw it. A large skunk stood with his tail in air, his butt pointing right at Barney’s face. The skunk twitched, and Barney yelped and backed away. The pungently bitter, intense smell of skunk juice reached Jules, and she gagged. She was too late. Barney had gotten a blast right in his face.

Crap.


     
  

*


     
  

Sylvia Ramirez checked her calendar. William Noonan was due to come by in a half hour to discuss his job search with her. Sylvia, a clinical social worker, helped mentally ill people adjust to life once they were released from the hospital. San Francisco had three psychiatric inpatient wards: San Francisco General Hospital, Langley Porter Psychiatric Institute at UCSF Medical Center, and Saint Mary’s Hospital. It offered, however, few places for follow-up care, so Sylvia and her coworkers at the Community Focus Clinic counseled the former psych patients and assisted them in assembling a life outside the psych wards.

William was a schizophrenic, but his disease was well controlled as long as he took his meds. He was actually a big flirt, and Sylvia enjoyed the verbal sparring with him as long as she didn’t let it go too far. She smiled to herself because she liked William. Really, she liked most of her clients. Their resilience and courage greatly moved her, and she considered it an honor to assist them.

She pulled William’s record from her meticulously maintained files. Keeping her work as well organized as possible was her nature, and she figured her clients needed her to help them structure their lives. She was neat and methodical in all parts of her life, though, not just at work. She loved routine. She’d agreed to care for her best friend Perla’s dog, Barney, for six weeks purely out of love for Perla, not because she particularly liked dogs. She found, however, that she liked the routine of walking Barney. Walking was her favorite exercise, and she had, in the past few weeks, grown fond of his company. He gave her something in her life to focus on other than her clients.

She flipped open William’s file and pushed a strand of hair away from her face, then glanced at the candy bar on the edge of her desk and tucked it in the drawer before she gave in to temptation. She had to fight a tendency to gain weight. Real women did have curves, but she didn’t want to let her weight get away from her. With a deep sigh, she focused on the file.


     
  

*


     
  

Jules quickly hauled Barney away from the skunk so she wouldn’t get skunked as well. She mentally ran through the procedure for de-skunking. Grabbing the water bottle she carried on her belt, she lifted Barney’s chin and sprayed water into his eyes to wash out the skunk oil. He whimpered and tried to back away from her, and she cursed her choice of Sunset Park. If she were anywhere else, she could have gotten one or more of a dozen other dog walkers to help her. Here she was on her own and she needed at least one more hand.

Jules held Barney’s collar and drenched his face with water again. His head whipped from side to side and, in his distress, he tried to bite her hand. She called all the dogs to her, snapped on their leashes, and sprinted back to where she’d parked her car. After she ordered them all into the back except Barney, she looped his leash around her wrist and rummaged in her glove box. There she grabbed her notebook and found the number for Sunset Animal Hospital, Perla’s vet.

“I’ve got a dog who’s been skunked. Barney Naguit.” The vet routinely gave a pet the owner’s last name, like the family members they truly were.

“In his eyes?” the vet tech asked.

“Yeah. He took a direct hit to the face, and I tried to rinse his eyes out with water.”

“Good. You need to bring him in. We’ll look at him.”

“Right.” Stress knotted her stomach. She didn’t have a credit card, and vets required payment up front. Oh, shit. Perla was gone and she had someone named Sylvia looking after Barney.

Jules looked at her notebook again and found Sylvia’s cell-phone number. She keyed it in and prayed Sylvia would answer.


     
  

*


     
  

Sylvia’s cell phone rang, startling her since she’d been completely immersed in formulating a plan for a new client.

“Hello, this is Sylvia. Can I help you?” She spoke in a practiced customer-service voice.

“This is Jules Marvin.” Sylvia didn’t recognize the voice or the name, although the caller sounded as if she expected Sylvia to know who she was.

“I’m sorry. Who are you?”

“Jules Marvin, Barney’s dog walker.”

“Oh.” Sylvia gripped the phone and her shoulders seized from anxiety. “Has something happened?”

“Yes. Look, can you meet me at Sunset Animal Hospital?”

“I’m at work. Downtown. What’s happened to Barney?”

“He’s not hurt. He’s okay but he has to go to the vet. He’s been skunked.”

“What?” Sylvia was finding it difficult to redirect her focus.

“Skunked! He got sprayed by a skunk.” The voice sounded impatient, which increased Sylvia’s annoyance.

“Look, I need to get going. The vet promised to squeeze him in,” Jules said. “Can you meet me at Sunset Animal Hospital on Eleventh Avenue?”

“Meet? Why? I thought you said he wasn’t hurt.”

“Not really. But they need to flush his eyes out, and I need to get stuff to clean him up.”

“Then just go ahead and do it.”

“I need you to meet me, you know, to pay them.”

“I don’t know if I can leave work, and I don’t have a car.” Sylvia finally comprehended the problem. The dog walker didn’t have any money, or at least not any she wanted to spend. There was an awkward pause.

“Where’s the vet?” Sylvia asked. It was Barney, after all, and Perla would want her to look after him, not the dog walker. Sylvia forced herself to adjust to this sudden turn of events.

“Sunset Animal at Eleventh and Lincoln. Near the park.” Jules repeated herself, obviously still trying to hold her temper in check.

“I’ll get the next bus and meet you there as soon as I can.”

“Okay. Thanks. See you.”

Sylvia asked her coworker in the next cube to look after her client, sent an e-mail to her supervisor, grabbed her coat and backpack, and practically sprinted the two blocks to Market Street.

Sylvia was able to get a Haight number 72 bus relatively easily and made it to Sunset Animal Hospital within twenty-five minutes. As she walked in the front door she could smell the skunk’s odor. Talk about chemical warfare, she thought with grim amusement. She didn’t see Barney in the waiting room, so she approached the desk, and the scrubs-clad girl looked up.

“I’m here for Barney—Perla Naguit’s Barney.”

“He’s in exam room one, right around the corner. Go ahead in.”

Sylvia opened the door and the smell nearly knocked her over. Barney would have literally jumped into her arms if a blonde in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt hadn’t had a death grip on his leash.

“Barney! Down.”

Barney obeyed immediately. Maybe his skunking had had an effect on him. He was looking up at her hopefully and she wanted to comfort him, but he reeked so badly, she really didn’t want to touch him.

“What happened to you, you crazy dog?” She spoke to him gently and glared at the dog walker.

“How did you let this happen? I thought skunks only came out at night.” She knew her tone was accusatory but she wasn’t in the mood for diplomacy.

“I—” The door opened and the vet walked in.

“Hello. I’m Dr. Helms. I can tell from the stench what happened to Barney. And you two are?”

Jules and Sylvia looked confusedly at each other. Sylvia registered that Jules had eyes an amazing shade of blue that were focused on her with a worried expression.

Jules looked back at Dr. Helms. “I’m the dog walker.”

“Ah,” Dr. Helms said, and then turned to Sylvia. “And you?”

“I’m Perla’s friend and I’m dog-sitting for Barney.”

The vet raised her eyebrows. “I see. All right, let’s take a look at him. Can I get one of you to lift him up on the table?” she asked sweetly. It was clear to Sylvia that Dr. Helms wasn’t going to risk getting skunk juice on her clean purple scrubs if she could avoid it.

Sylvia and Jules again looked at each other.

“I’ll do it,” Jules said, and scooped Barney up and deposited him on the exam table.

Sylvia was impressed that Jules lifted him easily, since Barney weighed a good forty pounds. Barney was surprisingly cooperative while Dr. Helms checked him over. but he attempted to pull his head away as she shined her penlight into his eyes.

Dr. Helms snapped her light off and replaced it in her pocket, then scratched Barney behind his shoulder. “His eyes aren’t too bad, not terribly irritated. That skunk juice is quite irritating to some dogs, but he seems to have weathered it well. We’ll irrigate his eyes and I’ll give you the recipe for the solution to get the stink off him. Please wait in the waiting room and we’ll take care of him. Have a good day.”

She left the room, and once again, Sylvia and Jules looked at each other. They didn’t have a chance to say anything else before a young tech came in and put Barney on the floor.

“Don’t worry, he’ll be fine.” She smiled first at Jules and then at Sylvia, apparently considering them a couple. Under other circumstances Sylvia might find the assumption funny, but the smell and the stress combined to make it irritating instead. As the tech led Barney away, she said to him, “Boy, you got a good snootful, didn’t you? Poor guy. That’ll teach you to go after skunks.”

Jules and Sylvia went out to the lobby, where a woman with a cat inside a carrier looked at them with distaste. After a moment, Sylvia realized they must smell like skunk, too. They sat down on the uncomfortable wooden bench and experienced another beat of silence. Sylvia felt bad about her attitude and comments to Jules, but it didn’t seem like a good place to talk, with the cat lady giving them the evil eye. The door opened and someone with a dog walked in, and cat lady was immediately occupied with soothing her kitty as best she could while he hissed inside his cat carrier.

Jules turned to Sylvia. “Look, I’m really sorry this happened. I couldn’t get to him in time. I had to deal with another dog. He’d gotten hit before I could get him away.”

Sylvia was again looking into those remarkable blue eyes. Jules seemed genuinely contrite and Sylvia felt worse.

“I thought skunks were only out at night,” she said, her tone even.

“Normally, yes. I guess this skunk didn’t get the memo.”

“I’m glad Perla’s not here. She’d be crazy.” Sylvia was unsure where to take the conversation.

“Yeah.” They sat in silence for a few more minutes until Barney came bounding out, wagging his tail. He seemed quite pleased with himself, though he was still really smelly. The two people in the waiting room looked at each other and rolled their eyes. In the manner of strangers caught in a disaster, they had obviously bonded over their shared disgust at Barney’s smell.

Jules stood up. “We’ll wait outside for you.”

Sylvia paid the outrageously large bill and got a sheet of detailed directions from the tech on how to de-skunk Barney.

Out on the sidewalk, Jules leaned against a telephone pole while Barney sniffed around the street debris. Sylvia registered that Jules was slightly taller than her, by an inch maybe, and that she was wearing old-fashioned, straight-legged Levi’s 501s that fit her athletic body perfectly. She wore a stained down vest over her gray hooded sweatshirt, and with her short blond hair ruffled by the wind, she looked scruffy but wholesome.

“I can’t take him back to the apartment as he is. Do you know where we can clean him up?”

“My house has a backyard. We can do it there,” Jules said, quietly. “But I’m afraid we’ll have to endure him in the car.”

“I’ll survive,” Sylvia said.

“My car’s over here. I still have all the dogs to drop off, but we can take you and Barney over to my house, and you can get started.”

“That’s fine, Jules. Oh, we have to get this stuff to clean him up. Can you take me to a store first?”

“Sure.” Jules let Barney out of the car and strolled around the parking lot of the drugstore near her house while Sylvia shopped for the necessary components. As Sylvia exited the store, Jules was bending over to pet Barney, and when she neared, Jules looked up suddenly and grinned. Sylvia was a bit ashamed at how angry and unhelpful she’d been. Her mood lifted and she decided to apologize.

Back in the car, Sylvia swallowed. “Uh. Look. I’m sorry I lost my temper. It isn’t your fault he got skunked.”

“Well, thanks, but it kind of is since I was distracted.”

“Must be hard to deal with more than one dog.”

“It’s usually okay, but today was one of those days.” They fell silent again. The skunk smell was truly overwhelming in the confined space of the Volvo, even with all the windows open and the chilly March breeze blowing through.

A few minutes later, they pulled up in front of a big Victorian duplex. Jules parked in the driveway, and they went straight through the house to a back door that led into a spacious backyard.

They read the sheet from the vet together.


     
  

De-skunking solution—1 quart hydrogen peroxide, ¼ cup baking soda, 2 tablespoons Dawn dishwashing soap


     
  

Jules went into the garage and returned with a bucket.

“Could you go ahead in and make this up? Everything you need in the way of measuring tools is in the kitchen. I’ll be back to help in about a half hour, I think. Hey, do you want a sweatshirt or something? You don’t want to get your shirt dirty.”

Sylvia was again struck by Jules’s sensitivity but also embarrassed. “Um, sure, but I don’t think you’d have anything to fit me.” She flushed. Great, she’d just made it clear she’d checked Jules out.

Jules raised her eyebrows, obviously trying not to smile. “I’ve got something that might work.” She disappeared into the house and returned with a sweatshirt.

Sylvia shook it out. It was faded, oversized, and very soft. She put it on and grinned. “This’ll work. Thanks.”


     
  

*


     
  

Jules delivered her dogs back to their homes, and the burst of adrenaline followed by crisis mode left her exhausted. She rushed through her rounds and got back to her house as quickly as possible, feeling guilty about leaving Sylvia to deal with the smelly dog on her own. The dog was, technically, still Jules’s responsibility. And there was no denying Sylvia looked terrific in that sweatshirt. It slid over those perfect curves just right. Jules practically ran back to her car after dropping off the last dog, eager to get back.

When she walked into the backyard, Sylvia stood by a very wet Barney wearing rubber dishwashing gloves, her hair tied back but not staying in place, with wisps stuck to her cheeks. Her nicely tailored gray pinstriped trousers were spotted with water, and her face was a little flushed. The slight pinkness under Sylvia’s caramel complexion was especially alluring. Jules took a breath. It felt odd to see this stranger in her backyard, garden hose in hand. Attractive stranger. In Mira’s old sweatshirt.

“Hey. How’s it going?” Jules said, attempting to cover up her inexplicable discomfort.

“Not bad, but I need help. Barney’s not enjoying this.”

As Sylvia turned around and walked back toward the kitchen, Jules watched her shapely rear end in the fitted wool trousers and gulped at a sudden spike of arousal.

“We’re ready for the second treatment,” Sylvia said. “If you’ll hold on to him, I’ll pour it over him and work it into his fur.”

She was busily mixing the de-skunking solution in the sink, and Jules was charmed, and a bit unnerved, that Sylvia looked so normal standing in her kitchen as though it were her own. She’d even found the dishwashing gloves. “Sure.”

They went back outside and Jules took hold of Barney’s collar once again, but he only struggled a little.

Sylvia poured the skunk solution over his head, expertly shielding his eyes and focusing on Barney as though there was nothing else in the world. She gazed sweetly at damp, bedraggled Barney, and Jules’s heart turned over. Considering how irritated Sylvia had seemed at the beginning of their acquaintance, she’d clearly gotten over it. Women who loved animals were irresistible.

They poured more solution on Barney and worked it into his fur.

Sylvia read from the directions. “It says to wait ten minutes. Do you have some old towels so we can dry him off?”

“Yeah, be right back.”

Sylvia nodded.

Barney was shivering so Jules hurried, and after she returned, together they toweled Barney down vigorously. Everywhere their hands and arms brushed, Jules tingled.

Sylvia leaned close to smell Barney’s head, then looked at Jules. “Still there, but much better.”

“I’m so glad. Well. Shall I take you two home? It’s getting late.”

“That would be wonderful.” Sylvia stripped off the gloves and dried her hands, then removed the band from her hair, shook it out, and ran her hands through it. Jules couldn’t tear her gaze away from Sylvia. She’d seen that gesture before but never done so gracefully. Sylvia turned and seemed confused. Jules glanced away, embarrassed to be caught staring. Sylvia pulled the sweatshirt over her head, and Jules shivered as she got a brief look at Sylvia’s smooth midriff before she tugged her shirt back down.

“I’m ready to go,” Sylvia said quietly, putting her coat on and snapping on Barney’s leash.

“Right. Sure.” Jules dropped the sweatshirt on her kitchen chair and turned away.

They drove to Bartlett Street in almost complete silence. Inside Jules’s beat-up Volvo, the smell of skunk still hung about the air, and in the silence, they could hear Barney panting in the back. “This is it,” Sylvia said. “The building with the tree in front. Oh, but you know that.” Jules nodded. “Well. It’s been interesting,” Sylvia said, almost to herself.

“I wouldn’t describe it as interesting. Stressful. Dramatic, maybe. Thanks for coming to the vet to help.”

“No problem. I’m glad you knew what to do. I wouldn’t have.”

“You’d have thought of it.”

“Maybe. Again, I really am sorry about how I acted at the beginning. I’m glad you were there.”

“Apology accepted. Really. You don’t have to apologize anymore. Anyone would have reacted badly to suddenly getting a call like that at work.” Jules was rewarded when Sylvia’s beautiful dark eyes showed gratitude.

They sat in the car for a moment longer, the awkward feeling intensifying by the second.

“Well, Barney buddy, let’s go get dinner. Thanks, Jules. See you.”

Jules noted the breezy tone and felt unaccountably sad. Well, that’s that, I guess. “Bye, take care. Bye, Barney boy. See you next week.” Sylvia got Barney out of the car and disappeared into the house.


  Chapter Two


     
  

When her phone rang late Sunday morning, Sylvia looked at the number but couldn’t place it. She instantly recognized the voice, though.

“Hi, this is Jules Marvin.” It was the same as it was in the dream she’d just woken from—smooth, laconic, and soothing.

“Hello, Jules. This is a surprise.” Sylvia tightened her grip on her phone and her heart rate increased a couple notches.

“I was wondering, how’s Barney?”

Jules sounded rather too casual to Sylvia, like she was nervous or uncertain. “He’s good, really, he’s fine. How are you?”

“Oh, good, good. You?”

This has got to be the world’s most inane conversation. “Me? Oh, I’m good.” There was a pause. “So can I ask you a question about Barney?” Sylvia scrunched her face, thinking she sounded silly.

“Sure. What’s up?”

“I was wondering, well. Barney pulls on the leash a lot when we walk, and I wondered if he does that with you?”

“Yeah, a little. I don’t think Perla has ever leash trained him properly.”

Hearing this made Sylvia feel defensive on Perla’s behalf, though Jules had not spoken unkindly. “I don’t think she knows what to do.” Sylvia’s tone was harsher than she meant it to be and she winced.

Jules seemed unconcerned, though, because all she said was, “I could show you and then you could show her.”

“Oh. I…Okay. I guess. If it’s no trouble.”

“It’s no bother, believe me. I’d be happy to do it.”

Sylvia hesitated, unsure if she should accept Jules’s offer. She wanted to see her again and that scared her.

“We could even start today,” Jules said. “We can go to Crissy Field for a walk. It’ll be nice. Good weather.”

Sylvia found her enthusiasm endearing. I certainly have nothing better to do. “Sounds great.”

“I’ll pick you up in an hour. Wear something warm. It might be a little windy.”

“I will. Thanks.” Sylvia realized she was feeling something she hadn’t felt in a long time: anticipation. She looked at Barney. “We’re going out with your friend Jules. How about that?” He, naturally, wagged his tail and panted, maybe at the sound of happiness in her voice.


     
  

*


     
  

After parking, they started down the path that stretched between the salt marsh on the left and the bay on the right. In the distance, the Golden Gate Bridge’s international orange towers loomed, wisps of fog around their summits. Sylvia looked around with interest as they ambled along with dozens of dog walkers, kids, runners, and bicyclists. She knew vaguely about the Presidio. She had only seen Crissy Field from the bridge and it hadn’t really registered in her consciousness. Jules had Barney in hand and was telling Sylvia, “When he pulls, you need to stop. Just stop. Don’t pull backward on him. When the leash goes slack, start again.” She demonstrated. Barney looked back
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