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Synopsis

The camera doesn't lie; but is the film worth killing
for? When journalist Velvet Erickson's oldest friend, movie
director Jeff Conant, takes a header off the Golden Gate Bridge,
she refuses to believe his death was a suicide. Private
investigator Yoshi Yakamota isn’t so sure. Still she agrees to
investigate his death with her Blind Eye Detective Agency. The team
members soon find themselves embroiled in everything from burglary
and kidnapping to drug culture and backstabbing betrayals. As they
inch closer to exposing the truth, new questions emerge. Has an
independent filmmaker captured the events of fateful night? And
will they all live long enough to see it, or will one of them join
Jeff in his watery grave?
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Dedication

For Stephanie Tarnoff, Denny Nelson, Gladys Stratton,
and Jeremy Stevenson, and all the friends and family who have left
our lives too soon. In the LGBT community and beyond, we lose far
too many friends and family to both suicide and substance
addiction. We don’t have the answers, but we’re glad that others
are starting to dialog about what that means. And to all of those
who’ve been left behind by someone who could no longer bear the
pain of living: Hang in there. It’s not your fault.


Prologue

December 18

Golden Gate Bridge

 


By the time Jeff Conant’s waterlogged body washed
onshore nine miles south of the Golden Gate Bridge, he was nearly
naked and a ghostly apparition of his former self. A streak of
black amethyst bruising marred his once sun-freckled face, and what
was left of his swimmer’s physique was distended so much he looked
like a hellish human version of Moby Dick.

At least that’s how it had seemed to Velvet Erickson
when the police officer shoved a photograph under her nose a week
ago and asked if she knew the man in the picture. She hadn’t wanted
to see her childhood friend that way, and now, every time she
closed her eyes, the image of his rotting, water-beaten corpse came
unbidden again and again.

How could this have happened?

She pressed her body against the rust-colored railing
on the northeastern edge of the Golden Gate Bridge and stared out
into the Bay, where she could see Angel Island and the infamous
Alcatraz. The wind whipped her long, dark brown hair across her
face, pushing strands between her chapped lips and plastering damp
locks to her tear-stained cheeks. The splendor of the surroundings
was undeniable but Velvet saw nothing but Jeff’s accusing eyes,
somehow staring up at her from the empty sockets in his pale,
bloated face.

Why hadn’t she prevented this? How could she have
been friends with him for most of her thirty-six years and not
known he was desperate enough to take his own life? Had Jeff stood
here, on this very spot, considering the view? In the darkness of
that night on the bridge, he wouldn’t have seen the beauty before
her now. He would have seen the lights of San Francisco. Jumpers
chose this side to make their swan dive with the ocean to their
back. The ocean was cold, uninhabited, and unending. Too
reminiscent of death. But the lights of the city were full of life
and spoke of community and other people. Suicide might be an
antisocial act, but bridge jumpers did not turn away from the city
in their final hour. It was as though in death, they hoped to
exchange the alienation that haunted them for the warm embrace of
the city.

Velvet slumped against the railing. Her sunglasses
were less to protect her eyes from the haze and more to hide her
tears from passing tourists. She wanted to understand what had
happened. What could possibly have led Jeff to leap to his
death? No one saw him jump. Jeff’s black Saab was discovered a
month ago, on November 19, abandoned in the Vista Point, just north
of the Golden Gate Bridge. There was no suicide note.

Velvet and her best friend, Yoshi Yakamota, had
parked close to where Jeff’s car had been found. Yoshi had elected
to stay in the car while Velvet took her painful stroll along the
bridge. Velvet wondered if Jeff had sat behind the wheel weighing
his options for a long time that fateful night, or whether he’d
gotten right out and rushed to the bridge’s apex.

The California Highway Patrol officer who found the
unattended vehicle in the early hours of the morning had asked San
Francisco PD to do a welfare check on Jeff. He wasn’t at home in
his Castro apartment and his boyfriend, Tyrone Hill, hadn’t seen
him since the previous morning. Tyrone was anxious but not in a way
that invited suspicion. Jeff’s coworkers at the Frameline office
had last seen him there the previous evening.

With no sign of foul play, there wasn’t much the cops
could do. Adults were allowed to disappear. It was a common enough
occurrence: someone got tired of their life, pulled up all stakes,
and took off to start up somewhere else. Plenty of people escaping
from their lives didn’t tell friends and family their plans, and
police suspicions were not raised automatically. It made Velvet
wonder what the statistics were, if so many people disappeared on
their own accord. Where did they all go? Did they return to their
old lives eventually, or were they like those fugitives from the
seventies who disappeared and became entirely new people, never
once contacting the loved ones they left behind? Or people in
witness protection. How did anyone just do that—vanish and never
look back?

The honk of a passing car drew her from her thoughts.
In just a few hours’ time, the Golden Gate Bridge would be packed
with cars squashed against each other like sardines in a tin can.
Commuters would inch slowly toward the city only to crawl back to
the northern feeder towns in Marin and Sonoma counties eight hours
later. At night, the traffic thinned out and vehicles would cross
the span at irregular intervals. If a jumper didn’t want to be
seen, he usually made his date with the bridge after dark.

Velvet knew more than she wanted about what it meant
to jump off the Golden Gate Bridge. Just eighteen months ago, the
San Francisco Chronicle had published the last of her
four-part series on suicide and the bridge. During the months of
research that went into the article, she’d interviewed emergency
personnel, medical examiners, family members of suicide victims,
and even one of the few survivors of the fall and its aftermath.
The Golden Gate had the dubious distinction of being one of the
world’s most popular and reliably lethal suicide destinations.
Velvet suspected the natural beauty of the surroundings, the
architectural wonder of the bridge itself, and the special cachet
that came with making a newsworthy leap probably drew people who’d
never made a splash in their lives.

Jeff’s body was spotted by fishermen nine miles south
of the bridge, three weeks after he went missing. He was short one
hand and his limbs were badly damaged, but despite the weeks
submerged, he was still vaguely recognizable. The cops had told her
it was a fluke they’d found his body at all. Bodies float, but only
while they’re buoyed by gases formed in the process of decay. Once
the fish start munching through the remains, they break into the
body cavity and let out the gas. With nothing to keep it afloat,
the body sinks to the ocean floor, joining every other skeleton to
be broken down.

The working theory was that somehow Jeff had gotten
hung up on something, perhaps caught in the fishing lines of an old
trawl and tethered, floating just under the surface for a week or
two until whatever he was caught on broke loose when his hand came
off. This horrible thought was enough to make Velvet sob
uncontrollably every time she thought of his lonely death.

With Jeff missing, she’d spent Thanksgiving Day as
she’d spent nearly every free moment since he
disappeared—searching. She’d posted his picture on telephone poles
and in businesses from San Francisco to Russian River to the north,
and as far south as San Jose. She’d walked the beaches of Marin,
San Francisco, and San Mateo. She’d hired a boat to speed her
around the edges of the Bay. When the searching had taken her to
places only a jumper’s body would end up and she’d found nothing,
she’d briefly convinced herself that Jeff was vacationing in some
exotic locale and would call her one day and laugh about the
trouble he’d caused. She was angry with him for the journey he’d
chosen instead.

Her psychologist, Artemis McDermid, ever the
spiritualist, had a theory she thought would comfort Velvet: that
dying amidst spectacular geography reminded people of their Creator
and would help them merge with their God. Bullshit. The
bridge had been convenient. No need to buy a gun or access
prescription medication—the bridge was its own murder weapon. All
you had to do was close your eyes and step into the void.

Suicide by bridge was horrific. Anyone who thought
going off the Golden Gate was a coward’s way out hadn’t read the
Chronicle series. You pull a trigger, and you expect life to
end in an instant. You take a flying leap off the bridge, on the
other hand, and you know you’ve got moments of sheer terror as you
fall. And it’s not the fall that will kill you, it’s the impact. At
eighty miles an hour, the speed of the fall, water is like
concrete. When she’d written her piece Velvet had actually gone
around saying how jumping was incredibly ballsy. Now she found the
act reprehensible in its selfishness. Suicide was so unfair to
those left behind; Velvet was mad as hell that Jeff could have done
this to her.

She’d always thought of him as bright and
courageous, and somehow she couldn’t see Jeff settling for his
fifteen minutes of fame post-mortem. His life had seemed too full
of promise. Was he trying to make some kind of point? Hadn’t he
read her articles? He’d always told her he read her work, but maybe
he’d just been shining her on, being polite. Asshole. Once
he’d gotten something in his head he’d always been so damn
resolute. He couldn’t have become a successful clothing designer,
then changed careers to become executive director of the world’s
largest lesbian and gay film festival without that determination.
Was his death another final act of stubbornness?

Why hadn’t he told her what he was considering? She’d
just reconnected with him, for godssakes. Who reconnects with one
of their oldest and closest friends and then takes a flying leap
off a bridge? Did he intend to say good-bye? Velvet desperately
wanted to talk to him one last time. She wanted to tell him all the
things she’d never said about how much she loved him and needed him
in her life. She shouldn’t have let Tyrone drive her away. She
wanted to know why Jeff jumped—and why he didn’t leave a
note?

He’d phoned her the day before he vanished, leaving a
message on her voice mail. She’d thought he was just confirming
their next lunch date or wanting to pick up their last conversation
where it had left off: Chase Devlin, the producer he was working
with. Jeff’s message was vague, almost uncharacteristically so.
What if he’d wanted to tell her something that was weighing on his
mind? If she’d gotten back to him right away, would he still be
alive?

When the flowing of her tears slowed to a gentle
stream, Velvet turned from the Bay and the cold wind. Pulling her
jacket tighter around her, she strode back along the pedestrian
walkway to the Vista Point.


Chapter One

Five Weeks Earlier

 


Yoshi Yakamota felt hot. Hot, cramped, and
uncomfortable. AJ Johnson had talked about this concert for weeks,
so Yoshi did not want to express her discomfort. She and AJ had
been dabbling in courtship, a will-they-won’t-they two-step that
had established solid ground for a friendship…or more. Tonight
Yoshi hoped to clarify, once and for all, which one was meant to
be.

As a private investigator, she noticed subtle clues;
it was her job. So she’d recognized that the LGBT hip-hop concert
held great significance for AJ. Her excitement about the event was
more than a subtle clue. With nearly a year of policing the San
Francisco Bay Area’s East Palo Alto neighborhood under her belt, AJ
was longing for a return to her hometown of New Orleans. Her
post-Katrina dislocation and subsequent move west had left her
somewhat brokenhearted. Yoshi hoped the concert would lift her
spirits.

Perhaps the rare outing would do the same for her.
She spent far too many nights at home, alone with the ghost of her
father. It had been his home and he still seemed to inhabit the
residence and her dreams. He was hungry and yearning. He wanted
justice. One day she hoped to give it to him.

Soft fingers grazed lightly across her forearm and
Yoshi felt someone’s breath on her neck. Velvet Erickson.
She could always recognize the journalist’s unique scent, even in
this crowded room. Velvet said something, but Yoshi could barely
hear her over the cacophony. She dipped her head, sending her hair
sweeping across her shoulders.

“Are you okay?” Velvet asked.

“Yes.” Yoshi was not entirely certain she was being
honest. The truth was, this situation was all a little overwhelming
and she was feeling more than just prickled by the heaving
crowds.

Her eyesight, which had been slowly degenerating for
a decade, had all but ceased to exist. Just a month ago, she had
still been able to distinguish large objects: this tall, dark blob
a person; that low and long one a couch. But now the encroaching
darkness had all but eclipsed the world around her, and here she
was packed into the El Rio with numerous other queer folk, yet she
felt entirely alone. It was disconcerting. She was glad Velvet and
Tucker had joined her and AJ for a double date.

Velvet, an investigative reporter for the San
Francisco Chronicle, had been Yoshi’s best friend for years.
They had also been lovers, once upon a time. Yoshi adored her, even
if she frowned on Velvet’s love-them-and-leave-them dating style.
She was particularly concerned about her friend’s interest in the
much younger Tucker Shade, the receptionist at Yoshi’s private
investigation firm, Blind Eye Detective Agency. It had never turned
out well when Velvet dated one of Yoshi’s employees. But Velvet and
Tucker had seemed so smitten, there was no point in trying to
separate them.

The crowd tightened around Yoshi, jostling her as
they did. She could almost feel them sucking the oxygen from the
room. She was just becoming claustrophobic when the first
performers came on, announced as the Deep Dickollective, a men’s
troupe. Yoshi could tell that Velvet and Tucker were already in
their own little bubble, and AJ was transfixed.

Yoshi could understand why the New Orleans native was
thrilled to be in a familiar environment, and even more so after
discovering LGBT artists performing the musical style she loved.
There was no equivalent for Yoshi, even in San Francisco, no
lesbian performers specializing in Japanese kayo-kyoku.
Kayo-kyoku was a type of Japanese pop music blending Western and
Japanese scales. The melodies of these pentatonic scales mixed the
trills and grace notes common to traditional folk songs and
shamisen of earlier times with the sophisticated rhythm and
strong beats of Western pop.

The crowd screamed with delight, leading Yoshi to
conclude that this audience was primarily composed of members from
a younger generation. They intoned a deep, baritone whoop that was
probably one of those “holler backs” AJ had told her to expect. The
emcee introduced a performer named “Katastrophe,” and Yoshi was
subjected to another swell of the crowd, then near-deafening noise.
The floor vibrated. Was the audience stomping their boots? Yoshi
couldn’t tell. The pulsating staccato steps of low, sustained
booming sounded like a Japanese Taiko drumming troupe.

She smiled and let her mind drift to San Francisco’s
Taiko Dojo. Her body responded as she recalled the feeling of every
molecule vibrating to the unparalleled sound of the prized O Daiko
drum, a round rope-tension drum carved from a single piece of wood.
The tree trunk that spawned the O Daiko must have been enormous.
The one-ton, twelve-foot-high drum, the largest in the Western
hemisphere. dwarfed its drummers. Some accountant, who had not
understood the remarkable spiritual and cultural value of the O
Daiko drum, had assigned it a monetary worth of half a million
dollars.

Another rush of the crowd slammed Yoshi backward,
knocking her toward the floor, and snapping her consciousness
rudely back to the El Rio. AJ’s arm was around her waist
immediately, keeping her on her feet.

“He’s tight, huh?”

Yoshi supposed the comment was in reference to the
rapper who had just performed. Not a hip-hop fan, she remembered
“Katastrophe” as a transgender man called Rocco Kayiatos. She’d met
him once at a book signing for his novelist girlfriend, Michele
Tea. They were local celebrities in San Francisco.

The next act, Kritik, initiated a litany of purple
prose. Yoshi only understood every third lyric, but what she did
get made her alternately smile and cringe depending on the singer’s
sexual frankness.

Velvet, who had drawn close to Yoshi again, whispered
in her ear, explaining that Kritik’s entourage was a cute, chubby
drag king troupe known as the Bois of Boise—which Yoshi assumed was
a tongue-in-cheek reference to the infamous fifties roundup of gay
men that had disgraced that city. If she recalled correctly, the
event had been dubbed the “Boys of Boise.” The reference appeared
to be wasted on this audience.

She nearly shouted her reply but still her voice was
all but drowned out. “Thought-provoking, if this generation was
aware of anything that occurred before a Bush was in the White
House.”

“I know. And the song they’re lip-synching is an old
Conway Twitty ditty.”

Yoshi ran a flattened palm above her hair. It was a
motion she had used since college, a pantomime that indicated
something went over the subject’s head.

“Where’d AJ disappear to?” Velvet asked.

Yoshi shook her head. She did not voice her thoughts:
Perhaps to regale one of the performers with testimonials as to
how righteous or tight she found them. She berated herself
immediately. She had difficulty understanding modern urban slang,
but knew full well that when AJ spoke the street dialect, she was
not doing so out of ignorance. What Yoshi always found funny was
hearing white youths from suburbia adopt urban slang without any
awareness of its racial heritage.

“Feel old yet?” Velvet asked.

It took Yoshi a minute to realize Velvet was
referencing both the music and the audience. “Please. I felt
old before these kids were learning to drive. Tonight I feel
positively Paleolithic.”

“Guess who Tucker and I ran into?” Velvet said. “Jeff
and the boyfriend.”

“Jeff Conant? How is he? I haven’t spoken to him in
ages.”

“I know. It’s been too long for me, too. Seeing him
made me realize how much I’ve missed him. We haven’t seen each
other as much since he started dating Tyrone. I don’t know why Jeff
even fell for him, he’s such a dirtbag.”

Before Yoshi could comment, Velvet rushed on. “I know
it’s not just Tyrone. We’ve both been so crazy busy the last
few months—Jeff with the film festival, me with the whole Rosemary
Finney fiasco. But Tyrone just seems to monopolize all of Jeff’s
time and energy. It makes me so mad.”

“Gosh, I have no idea what that would be
like,” Yoshi remarked.

Velvet apparently heard the sarcasm in her voice.
“Tucker and I aren’t that bad.”

“Of course not,” Yoshi responded with mock sincerity,
still raising her voice to be heard over the crowd.

“Tyrone’s just going to have to get used to me. Jeff
and I have been friends forever,” Velvet said, as though Yoshi
could have forgotten their history. Velvet loved to reminisce.
“We’re family, damn it. He was my first boyfriend—when we were both
fourteen—and we’ve been friends since we were in grade school
together.”

Yoshi often wondered what it would be like to have
family. She supposed all only children tried to imagine a life with
siblings and their offspring. Her mother had passed away when Yoshi
was five. After that, her father had been her best friend, and then
he, too, was taken from her, killed several years ago. Aside from
Velvet, she did not have family, not even in the queer sense of the
word. She wondered when she would really adjust to being so
alone.

“Anyway,” Velvet rattled on, “we made a lunch date.
I’m thinking Blowfish. Their sushi is to die for.”

AJ tumbled into them, so breathless with excitement
she could barely string together a complete sentence.
“Yoshilicious!”

Yoshi was surprisingly fond of AJ’s recent moniker
for her.

“There’ll be another concert next week!”

Wonderful. If this was modern music, Yoshi was
having serious doubts about her interest in attending future
concerts. Her idea of an ideal musical experience was classical
string and percussion orchestras at the conservatory, operatic
theater performances, and the Twelve Girls Band on National Public
Radio. The instrumental sounds of a dozen Asian women playing
traditional instruments were so haunting Yoshi was nearly
breathless every time she heard a performance. That was
music.

She had also attended a few memorable concerts with
Mai Lee, an elder in San Francisco’s close-knit Japanese community.
Yoshi’s father might have failed to recognize his tendency to treat
her like a son, but he had acknowledged his failures to properly
enculturate her and had all but handed her over to community
grandmothers like Mai, who schooled her in Japanese culture and
tried to shame her into behaving like a proper Asian lady.

Very little of this education stuck. Yoshi’s heart
hadn’t been in it. She had found something intriguing in the
feminine accoutrements of fashion, skin-care products, and enticing
aromas, but she rejected the traditional Asian notions of
femininity. Now, after spending time with AJ, who had come up in
the entirely African American neighborhood of New Orleans’s Ninth
Ward, she was beginning to wonder if she had missed something.

The next performer was an emcee from Minneapolis
whose name Yoshi did not catch. As this person took the stage, the
crowd let out a collective bark. What were they saying? Dog meat?
Do me? Doughy? Dougie? She could not decipher the noisy
acclamations for the life of her. When she was knocked into
again she tugged on the pocket of the nearest trousers,
thinking they belonged to AJ. They did not.

After sincerely apologizing to a bemused owner and
her irate girlfriend, Yoshi bumped into a man’s broad chest. He
smelled of a spicy mix of clove, menthol, and camphor.

“Yoshi? Yoshi Yakamota?” The voice hinted at a Latino
heritage.

Thank God. Someone who knew her. At this point she
did not even care if she knew him.

“It’s Detective Chico Hernandez with the SFPD. My dad
was Bud Williams’s partner.”

Yoshi assumed Hernandez had provided his professional
information not because he was on duty but because she had
encountered him in the context of his work. Chico’s father, Jose
Hernandez, was the chief of police in San Jose. He owed Bud
Williams a debt of gratitude that sometimes proved to be useful.
When they were both detectives, Bud had taken a bullet meant for
Jose. He had been paralyzed below the waist and was a reluctant
retiree of the San Francisco Police Department.

Yoshi had inherited Bud when her father passed away
and left her in charge of his PI firm. Some people adjusted well to
a change in their abilities. Bud had not. Yoshi surmised he had
always been sexist, surly, and heterosexual, but his personal
tragedy had made him bitter and hard to motivate. He was the Blind
Eye Detective Agency’s own grumpy old man. Bud’s tactics could be a
bit unorthodox. But when he got it in his mind to solve a case, he
could not be deterred, and this made him an invaluable resource.
Unfortunately, the cases he became obsessed with were not always
those Yoshi was paying him to investigate.

Chico Hernandez was Bud’s main source inside the
SFPD. Evidently the young detective was vulnerable to guilt trips
and reminders of the personal debt his family could never repay.
Yoshi shook his hand. Although she had met him before, she tended
to coordinate with a more senior detective in the SFPD, Ari
Fleishman. She had never encountered Chico Hernandez at a social
event.

He introduced her to the man with him. “This is my
partner, Rick Pallin.”

A warm, beefy hand closed around Yoshi’s. “Charmed to
meet you,” Rick said. “FYI, that’s romantic partner. What?”
The latter comment seemed directed at Hernandez rather than Yoshi.
“I don’t want her to think I’m another cop. Don’t try to put me in
some kind of cop closet, Chico. I won’t put up with that.”

Rick dipped his head close to Yoshi’s so she could
hear without him shouting. “I’m teasing him. When you’ve been
together as long as we have, you don’t care who knows what.”

Yoshi hinted she was feeling a little claustrophobic
in the tight quarters of the club and Rick gallantly escorted her
outside, keeping one arm around her waist as they exited. She was
certain he could have whisked her into the air without the
slightest exertion, and yet he was far from brutish. Once outside,
he entertained her with witty banter that helped her relax. The
humidity hinted that storm clouds were passing above them, waiting
for the warmth of the next day’s sun before they could let loose
their rain. She shivered in the cool night air and Rick removed his
jacket and hung it around her shoulders. If she were straight and
he had been her date, she would have swooned into his arms.

Why wasn’t AJ this attentive? Were they not on a
date? Yoshi sighed at the thought. Perhaps lesbian dating was not
as exciting as Velvet liked to think. Or perhaps Yoshi was not
built for dating. She did not favor Velvet’s one-night-stand
approach, yet she found dating rituals cumbersome and awkward.
Generally, she avoided romantic entanglements. She had not been in
a serious relationship for nearly a decade, not since she
and Velvet called it quits and agreed to go back to being friends.
She had taken a chance with AJ. They had a certain chemistry
between them, a spark she had not felt in a very long time. Perhaps
she should have allowed that feeling to pass. They always did.
Eventually.

Hernandez’s partner entertained her, regaling her
with elaborate stories detailing the adventures they had
encountered in their five years together. His intriguing tales and
droll observations distracted her from the chill and facilitated
the passing of time.

“There you are.” AJ’s statement suggested she had
spent some time searching for Yoshi inside the club, an assertion
Yoshi did not quite believe. AJ smelled of sweat and she was
breathing heavily, presumably from singing, dancing, and ignoring
Yoshi. She made no effort to apologize for interrupting Rick’s
latest tale.

Yoshi introduced the two of them, thanked Rick for
his kindness, and returned his jacket. Much to AJ’s consternation,
Rick insisted on escorting them to the safety of AJ’s recently
acquired Escalade before he returned to the club.

“Your dawg there, he think I can’t take care of my
breezy?” AJ asked, turning the key in the obscenely adorned vehicle
she cherished.

Yoshi responded with a noncommittal monosyllabic
reply and settled into the comfort of the Escalade’s bucket seat.
The vehicle was a recent acquisition, financed through a police
auction. While it was clear that AJ enjoyed Yoshi’s company, it was
equally obvious that her feelings for Yoshi paled in comparison to
those for her Escalade. The vehicle was a greater status symbol
than an attractive woman, and AJ did not need Yoshi. As a new butch
in town, she was in high demand.

The lesbian community in San Francisco fell victim to
the same demographic pitfalls as a remote island population. There
were only a limited number of available partners, and within the
population relationships became quite incestuous, with exes dating
exes. When new arrivals drifted in on the metaphorical tide, they
offered all the thrills that those overly familiar exes did not. AJ
could have a dozen new suitors before she arrived back at her
Hayward studio apartment.

They were not headed to that apartment now, but to
Yoshi’s single-level home in the Richmond district. After they
exchanged a few niceties, AJ flipped on the CD player. Heavy chords
and rapid-fire rhyming echoed off the oversized vehicle’s windows.
Yoshi did not try to make conversation; AJ had announced her
listening priorities.

After a while they came to a halt and AJ said, “We’re
here.”

Against her better judgment, Yoshi invited AJ inside.
She did not want to face her father’s ghost alone. Not tonight.
Unlocking the door and stepping over the threshold, she was back on
familiar ground and no longer at the mercy of strangers. Here she
knew exactly where everything was, where the gold-quilted settee
was to toss her coat on, how to throw her house keys and land them
on the bird’s-eye maple hall table without even a pause. Here she
was no longer disabled.

In the home she had grown up in, and in the Blind Eye
office, it was as if Yoshi were no longer blind. She was strong,
capable, and independent. She was a private investigator who,
despite her failing sight, had continued to manage her business
with a modicum of assistance. Over the past few years she had found
methods to work around her gradually increasing blindness, but
tonight, at the El Rio, she had been incapable of extracting
herself from a situation she found difficult to cope with. Worse
yet, although Rick Pallin had not let on, it was clear that he had
seen her fear and neediness. Hers was no longer just a private
shame, tonight it was a public humiliation. A humiliation made all
more sharp because others could plainly see that not only could she
not care for herself, but she had to be rescued by a man.
Yoshi felt like she had single-handedly set the feminist movement
back twenty years.

Slumping on the divan, she fought off tears. She
wished she had told AJ to go home. Then she could cry all she
wanted, without anyone witnessing her at her weakest and most
vulnerable.

AJ slid next to her and stroked her hair. “Ma
chérie, don’t cry. What say you?”

“No.” Yoshi rolled her head from side to side to
reiterate her unwillingness to converse, even when AJ filtered her
questions with Cajun dialect. She had been bottling up her fear and
isolation for years now. She worried that once she popped the cork
on those emotions, she would no longer be able to control them.

AJ’s sweet breath warmed Yoshi’s face, and her
calloused fingers traced invisible patterns on her cheeks. She
allowed herself to soften under AJ’s touch. Her body ached to be
held and soothed. And below the surface of that need, another swam
impatiently; it was a darker desire that whispered promises about
becoming lost in physical passion, subverting her emotional pain
and rigid posturing by surrendering herself to another.

Hungrily pulling AJ atop of her, Yoshi caressed her
face, her fingertips relaying data to her brain that translated
into a more complete image forming in her mind’s eye. The bump on
AJ’s strong nose was a relic of a rough-and-tumble past, as was a
scattering of small scars on her forehead, cheeks, and chin. Yoshi
traced AJ’s parted lips and was surprised when AJ gently captured
her wandering fingertip with her teeth. AJ’s tongue darted out and
tickled the sensitive webbing where Yoshi’s fingers joined her
palms.

Yoshi prickled with excitement. She drew her
noncaptured fingers over the back of AJ’s hand where the prominent
veins crisscrossed like the sinewy hoses fire fighters lugged over
their shoulders to douse hungry fires. AJ had the opposite effect
on Yoshi, stoking a fire that was racing down her body like a wick
dipped in gasoline.

Yoshi pressed her lips against AJ’s. Their tongues
entwined. One of them moaned. AJ removed Yoshi’s cardigan and Yoshi
felt a button on her oxford shirt pop off as AJ hurriedly pulled it
open and pressed her face between Yoshi’s small breasts. Her
nipples were pert under her bra. AJ freed her arms from her own
oversized sweatshirt, and let Yoshi pull the Beefy-T over her head.
Below that AJ wore a men’s tank undershirt. Yoshi imagined how the
stark white of the shirt must look against AJ’s dark skin. She
smiled and ran cupped hands down AJ’s muscular arms.

When she lifted the bottom of AJ’s undershirt, AJ
pulled her hands away. Yoshi nodded, understanding that to mean AJ
wanted to leave it on. It was cute, how the butchie girl wanted to
cover herself even though Yoshi could not see. Yoshi unhooked the
belt around AJ’s loose-fitting jeans, which immediately fell to her
ankles. AJ’s rough hands pushed aside Yoshi’s bra and cupped her
breasts as she nibbled the nipples. There was no protest this time.
No third-date plan. No safe words.

Yoshi wrapped her fingers in AJ’s short hair and
pressed her down. It had been a long time between lovers for both
women and within seconds, like greedy vines climbing an Ivy League
dorm, their limbs were woven so tightly it was hard to remember
where one ended and the other began. When Yoshi did orgasm, she was
nearly unaware of her surroundings, unhinged by need, lost in
pleasure. Their bodies were soon drenched in sex and they
hydroplaned, sliding across each other. By the time her back arched
in final upheaval, Yoshi’s mouth was dry and her breathing ragged.
Exhausted, she slipped into sleep almost immediately.

In the morning when she awoke, she and AJ were still
heaped on each other on the living-room floor, clothes half on,
half off. She untangled herself and quickly pulled on clothes
before AJ stirred. What they had had belonged to the night and it
should stay there. When they’d fallen asleep together, Yoshi had
understood, as clear as if AJ had whispered it in her ear, that
this would be the extent of their romantic relationship. It was not
that they were sexually incompatible. It was not that at all. There
was just this sense that they had given each other something they
both needed and they might never need each other that way
again.

Yoshi was a little relieved.


Chapter Two

Velvet circled the block around the postmodern brick
building that housed Blowfish, the Mission District’s chic, urban
sushi restaurant. Passing one more filled parking spot, she
muttered curses under her breath. With more vehicles on the streets
than parking places, San Francisco’s parking situation had gone
from merely bad to simply God-awful. She should just get rid of her
beloved Celica, but she couldn’t bring herself to part with it.

A true Los Angeleno, Velvet saw her car as far more
than a conveyance. It symbolized her freedom to up and leave
whenever she wanted. It reflected her self-determination and
independence. She didn’t have to be at the mercy of cab drivers or
the schedules and limited routes of public transportation. She
could come and go on her own terms. Even after a decade away from
her home city, Velvet wasn’t willing to let all that go. She might
not have the patience to circle the block endlessly searching for
an open space, but she most assuredly did not have the
patience to depend on her ability to flag down a cab.

She was just about ready to concede defeat when she
hooked a parking space on her fourth time around the block. Walking
west on Mission Street, she spotted Jeff Conant sauntering her way.
He cut a dashing figure with his trim, muscular body and
fashionable business suit. He was so grown-up.

When they met up at the corner, Velvet could see that
Jeff was practically glowing, a wide smile on his handsome face.
The other night at El Rio, the lights had been so low she’d barely
gotten a look at him. Now she could see him in all his glory.
Although his once flowing locks had succumbed to male-pattern
baldness, Jeff kept what was left trimmed close to the scalp, and
the style accented his features. His white teeth were offset by a
deep golden tan. The pudginess that had plagued him in his twenties
had given away to a gym-toned body. He exuded confidence.

They hugged, holding each other almost too long,
perhaps giving passersby the mistaken idea that they were a hetero
couple.

“It’s so good to see you,” Velvet drawled in a
perfect Valley Girl twang. The speech pattern she’d been cursed
with since growing up in Southern California resurfaced in the
company of Jeff, her parents, kids from her old neighborhood, and
people she’d known in high school.

“I know!” Jeff swooped her curvaceous body into his
arms, easily lifting her feet from the cement. He swung her around
like she was a little kid or they were replaying that ubiquitous
image of the Times Square, post–World War, civilian-kissing,
returning solider.

Velvet was a little light-headed when he set her back
down and she clung to his broad shoulders for balance. Jeff slung
an arm around her waist and they ambled together, up the street and
through the doors of Blowfish.

The restaurant was the type of place San Franciscans
took their New York friends to prove the West Coast had culture.
Low-slung wooden beams and hanging miniature lamps vied for
attention with two video displays showing Japanese anime, and
prints from Asian sci-fi animation movies that graced the
walls.

Their cheeks had barely graced the bench seat
cushions when Velvet, no longer capable of holding in all of her
questions, burst out with, “So, how’s life? Is it treating you
well? How’s work? Life? Love?”

“Ah, love. Despite your many complaints, I am
still in love with—” Jeff paused to let the waitress fill
their glasses with water from a stainless steel pitcher. He took a
drink, furtively watching Velvet’s face as though monitoring
potential expressions of emotion or unspoken opinion.

She tried to keep her smile pleasant and her eyes
projecting an objective interest she did not feel.

Jeff repeated, “I am still in love with…my job
at Frameline.” He smiled deviously. “Seriously, I had no idea I
could be treated this well by a job. Frameline’s really the most
amazing organization, and all the staff—they’re just
awesome.”

“I’m so glad, Jeff. You deserve it.” This time
Velvet’s smile was genuine. “I love what you guys are doing this
year with the free community-center screenings. It’s such a great
opportunity for people to see the films. Every time I’ve gone to a
screening it’s been packed to the gills.”

“That’s great to hear. My assistant, Davina, has
really taken off with that project. She’s managing it so I don’t
have to. You know, we started holding the free screenings to
increase interest in our home DVDs.”

“You just launched those, didn’t you?”

Jeff nodded and they both glanced up as their waiter
approached. Young and hip, she sported a hummingbird tattoo on her
right wrist and eyebrows pierced with mismatching rings. She wore a
white T-shirt with Blowfish’s smiley punk puffer-fish logo
plastered in the center and exuded a disdain bred from the
comforting knowledge that an endless supply of restaurant patrons
were clamoring for the chance to fill her tip jar.

Lowering her eyes from the girl to the laminated
menu, Velvet wondered when she’d become a stodgy old broad.
Although this was a lunch break and she would have to avoid
slipping into an afternoon coma, she ordered her old standby, a
triple-dirty vodka martini. Jeff chose a sake Bloody Mary.
Bloody hell. In her head, Velvet heard the adorable Brit
actor Hugh Grant say the words, and pictured a scene in About a
Boy, but the phrase could just have easily come from any of
several hundred British films.

“Quit stalling and spill,” Jeff demanded.
“Tell me about the girl from the other night—Tucker? Have you
turned cougar on me? She looked a little young.”

“Yes, Mother, she’s ten years my junior.”

“Oh, my God. You’ve got
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