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Synopsis

 What would you risk for the
memory of your first love?

When Jenna Ross learns her high school love Del Soto
died on Lemon Reef, she refuses to accept the official Miami
medical examiner's report of death from natural causes.

Lemon Reef is a realm of glimmering beauty, where
marine life triumphs over industrial waste. Del and Jenna dove on
it every day during the summer before their tenth grade year, their
love for the reef deepening as their passion for each other grew.
It is a site of tenacity and wonder that mirrored their own, until
they were outed and forced to separate. Even fifteen years later,
Jenna knows that Del's heart could not have given out there.

Grief stricken over Del's death and fearing that
Del's young daughter may be in danger, Jenna risks all she has
worked so hard for to return to Miami where she must dive into an
excruciating past so that the truth of the present may surface.
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Chapter One

Monday

 


As Del was dying, I was going about my morning. As
the ocean’s surface closed in over her, erasing any remains of a
last stand, I buttoned my blouse and tamed errant curls, mindful to
be quiet so as not to wake Madison. As Del began feeling air
starved and disoriented, I drove north on South Van Ness Avenue
toward the San Francisco courthouse, noticing bright fissures in an
otherwise gray sky and thinking about the cases I would hear that
day and what directions they would take. As Del grappled with the
invisible monster standing between her and her last breath, I sat
in traffic, trying to breathe through fumes emitting from the SUV
in front of me. And as I entered the secured underground parking
lot reserved for judicial officers, Del left her body thirty feet
under the sea, tethered to a metal chain pulled taut against a
fitful and unforgiving gravitational tide.

 


*

 


The call about Del came that afternoon from our
mutual friend, Gail Samuels, who still lived in Miami. I was in
chambers during a fifteen-minute recess, recovering from the last
family-court case I had heard. The mother alleged the father had
submitted someone else’s urine to show a negative result on a drug
test so he could see his kids unsupervised. The father insisted the
urine was his, despite my exhaustive attempts to explain to him
that the depositor—as the test incidentally revealed—was
pregnant.

I sat at my desk and stared at my bookshelves, still
empty but for the few books I had brought with me on my first day:
A read and reread Gender Trouble stood
shoulder to shoulder with an equally worn hardcover copy of Kafka’s
short stories, which Del had given me in high school. Beside them,
The Interpretation of Dreams, Men in Dark Times, and Bastard Out
of Carolina lay horizontal in a pile.

On the shelf below was a recent photo of Madison and
me at a party for the seventh anniversary of our commitment
ceremony. Madison was looking at me and grinning. I was looking
down and away, my impish smile suggesting the intensity of her
blue-lit gaze made me feel happy but shy. The rest of my office was
bare except for boxes yet to be opened, a stack of framed pictures
waiting to be hung, and a couple of chairs. I was considering where
the couch would go when the phone rang.

Gail, my oldest childhood friend, had visited
Madison and me in San Francisco two weekends before. On the plane
coming, she’d noticed a mole on the back of her leg. Convinced it
was getting larger by the minute, Gail could think of little else
for the rest of the trip. So when I heard her voice now, I fully
expected to get the results of the biopsy she had raced back to
Miami to have done. But what I heard her say instead was that my
high school love Del Soto—her real name was Adeline—was dead. Her
death had occurred while she was scuba diving with her husband
Talon on a dive site sardonically referred to by Miami locals as
Lemon Reef. Unofficial word from the medical examiner’s office was
Del had died of a heart attack.

I was stunned speechless by the news, numbness
drawing down like molasses.

“Thirty-one seems young for a heart attack,” Gail
said, the phone now taking on the effects of a wind tunnel, Gail’s
voice having to fight to be heard. Then, in response to my silence,
Gail did what many people do when delivering news like this—rushed
to provide more detail. “Del’s husband Talon told the police they
were diving and the next thing he knew, Del was trying to get to
the surface and then went unconscious.”

 


*

 


Talon. Del had shown up at
my parents’ house after she’d started dating him. She’d walked
casually past my mother, who’d hyperventilated at the sight of her,
and into what had been my childhood bedroom. We were nineteen, and
this was the first time she’d set foot in this room since we were
outed in the tenth grade, the first time she’d initiated contact in
almost as long.

“I see Norma hasn’t mellowed.” Del was referring to
my mother, who was still sucking air in the living room.

“Uh, Del”—my back pressed against the just-closed
bedroom door—“what are you doing here?” She was standing closer to
me than a friend usually would, wearing jeans that displayed her
jutting hipbones. Her copper hair hung long and loose. Her
button-down blouse pulled tight at her breasts.

Del’s gold eyes fluttered and then fixed on me.
She’d wanted to tell me about him.

“Talon?” I laughed, until I
realized she was serious.

He’d decided on the name himself when he’d turned
eighteen. Del shrugged to say it made no sense to her either,
explained further it was the finishing touch in a larger effort to
reinvent himself with steroids, Sun-In, and a tattoo of a falcon’s
claw over his left eye. She allowed herself to look around in
fleeting glances as she spoke, as if titrating how much she
absorbed of this room we’d made love in as teenagers and from which
my parents had banished her overnight.

Del had been with a lot of guys since we’d been
together, and she’d never felt the need to tell me about any of
them. I soon realized why this time was different. “Please tell me
you’re not pregnant.” No response. “Del,”
I pleaded, “what about school?”

That was enough to make her vanish again.

 


*

 


The receiver grew heavy in my hand, my throat
tightened, sadness and confusion welled. I began to grasp what Gail
was saying: Del had died on Lemon Reef. I remembered the summer
before our tenth grade year. We dove on Lemon Reef every day. Then
at night we hung our suits to dry in the window above her bed like
flags from our own private country. And with the rest of the house
asleep, Del and I, two fifteen-year-old girls, popped the elastic
corners of the fitted sheet up over the edges of her mattress one
by one, our naked bodies folding into breaths and winces and
whispers and giggles that stifled on the edge of being caught.

“Jenna?” Gail’s tone was reaching.

“Yeah.”

“If you decide to come for the funeral, I’ll take a
few days off.”

A brief silence followed. Gail had never been very
close to Del, so I was curious about how affected she seemed. Then
she said, “They have a daughter. She’s ten. Del wanted to leave
Talon, but he threatened to take the kid away from her if she
did.”

Gail’s tone went from informative to entreating, and
I knew this was the real reason for the call.

“Now Talon’s moving to Texas and he’s taking Khila
with him. That’s her name,” Gail said.

I’d met Khila once. The night before I was leaving
for San Francisco I ran into Del at a gas station on Miami Beach.
Khila was two months old. She was sleeping in the backseat of Del’s
car, snuggled tightly in a soft blanket, secured in her car seat.
She had light, wispy hair, long eyelashes, flushed cheeks, and pale
naturally puckered lips. Her head rested against the car seat, and
she had her tiny hand tucked under her soft chin like a little
Thinker.

“I just think it can’t be good for her,” Gail said,
“to be raised by that man. Well, and”—she paused, took a
breath—“Del’s family is wilder than ever. There’s no way they can
fight for Khila on their own.”

I hung up and leaned forward in my chair, resting my
face in my hands. Phones rang in the distance, officious voices
crowded and dispersed, and a clock ticked a rhythmic blur. My
afternoon calendar was only half over, and I was telling myself not
to focus on this news now. I had to finish my day. At the same
time, I found myself crying, the tears strangely disconnected from
any thoughts or feelings I’d had about Del in recent years, as
though a remote pipe, long thought to be inoperative, had suddenly
sprung a leak.

Bea McVee, the presiding judge of the family court,
appeared in my doorway. She filled the frame, standing her full
five feet eleven, with gray dreads falling around her soft brown
face and past her narrow shoulders.

“Jenna.” She was already laughing about something,
had apparently dropped in to tell me what it was. “Jenna?”

I lifted my face from my hands, watched her smile
shrink and her dark-brown eyes narrow with bewilderment. “My friend
died.” Swatting at the tears as one would an intrusive fly, I
added, “My first love. She was my…” My throat closed.

Bea entered farther and took a seat across from me
at my desk. I noticed the freckles that spotted her cheeks, a
youthful detail on this near seventy-year-old face.

“Died how?”

“They think she had a heart attack. She was scuba
diving.”

“I see.” Then Bea said, “Well, how old was she?”

“Thirty-one.” I shrugged, as if to say I had no idea
how to explain it. “I’m thinking about going to the funeral.”

It wasn’t easy asking for time off without any
notice and being brand new, but Bea nodded expectantly, indicating
that my newness wasn’t a factor, emergencies happen. She was the
reason I was in this position. I had clerked for Bea when I was in
law school. I was twenty-two, queer, rageful, irrepressible. I
fought with anyone who disagreed with me; dismissed out of hand
people far more important than I; argued relentlessly for everyone
to act as though things worked the way they ought to.

After the first week, Bea sat me down. “Jenna, you
have considerable legal talent, but your demeanor leaves
much to be desired. You have all the
strengths of a young person who’s done it on her own.” As Bea knew
I had. “And,” she added, “all the blind spots.” In the end, my
strengths won out. After I graduated, Bea lobbied to get me hired
half-time as the staff attorney for the family court. “Wait until
you see the salary before you thank me,” she had said. She wasn’t
kidding.

But there was nobody I would have rather worked for
and nothing I would have rather done. I filled the other half of my
time working as an attorney representing indigent families at a
nonprofit in Oakland. When, seven years after I was first hired,
the commissioner position came open, Bea McVee, along with several
other judicial officers, encouraged me to apply. I was hesitant at
first because I was young and inexperienced as commissioners go. A
main concern of the hiring committee, which I shared, was whether I
would be able to manage the attorneys over whose cases I presided.
Now, three weeks into the position, we waited to see.

Bea said, “Just let me know if you decide to go to
the funeral, so I can arrange for coverage for you.” I may have
been staring off, or perhaps she was responding to something else
about me, but she pressed her lips together, sat quietly, and
watched me. When I finally met her gaze, she said, “Why do I get
the feeling there’s more to this?”

“More? No, I don’t think so. It’s just a
funeral.”

“Mm, hmm.” She waited.

“Well, there’s a little more to it.” I thought for a
moment about how much to say. I was already late for my afternoon
calendar. “She has a kid.” The thick glass and sinuate light mired
my view of the Federal Building across the street. “A daughter.” As
I said it, I noticed an ache, as if anesthesia was beginning to
wear off, and I could feel the edges of a pain I knew to be much
greater.

“How old?”

“Ten. She’s ten now.”

“She’s with her father?”

I pushed my lips out in a pucker and nodded. “He may
not be the best person to raise her,” was what I said. He’s a fucking creep, was what I thought.

Her quietness told me she was connecting the dots
and drawing her own conclusions. “So, you’re going to Miami to
attend the funeral, right?” The question caught me by surprise.
“What I mean is, do I need to worry about you?” When I didn’t
respond, she said, “Nobody makes commissioner by thirty, Jenna.
You’ll be a judge for sure, someday, if you keep your head about
you.”

My clerk was at my door urging me to get started. I
stood up, flattened my robe, and wiped my face.

“I should go. I’m keeping Alex Sanders waiting,” I
said, referring to an attorney I often clashed with.

Bea scrunched her face in a way that was both
curious and challenging.

“I’m too new to get a complaint.”

“By him? It would be a feather in your cap, as far
as I’m concerned.”

As I was passing her to leave, Bea grabbed my hand,
and I turned back to face her. “I’m serious, Jenna. Before you go
taking on anyone in Florida, remember, you have a lot to lose.” Her
eyes went to the photo of Madison and me.


Chapter Two

“Remain seated,” the clerk announced. “The Superior
Court of San Francisco, Department Ten, is called to order, August
9, 1999. Commissioner Jenna Ross presiding.”

I deliberately put the news of Del’s death on hold
and groped for the present. The tangible feeling of my chair as I
trusted my weight to it grounded me, providing a softer landing
than I expected. I looked out at the rows of faces watching me,
waiting for me, my every movement feeling stilted and amplified, my
every thought tilting me further and further into the present
moment until I had it fully in focus.

I glanced at my computer screen for the next case.
“Flint and Baxter,” I said in the direction of those in
attendance.

“Alex Sanders representing the petitioner, Your
Honor.”

From the other end of the courtroom, a woman, busy
with two things at once, called out from her distractedness,
“Margaret Todd for the respondent.”

 


*

 


Her too-large black suit showed her recent weight
loss. A magenta blouse and black pumps finished off the classic
attorney uniform. But her clothing was where Margaret Todd and
anything like convention began and ended. She was in her
mid-fifties now and had been an advocate against domestic violence
for close to twenty-five years. I had read articles by her in law
school and did briefly join her on the domestic-violence-death
autopsy team, when I interned at the family court in my third year
of law school. Our purpose then was to review the cases in which
someone had died from domestic violence and to try to understand
the psychological and social factors contributing to the death. The
cases were so horrific; I barely stood it for the one year I’d
signed up for. Margaret was a founding member of the team and in
her tenth year as a participant.

What Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin had done
to raise consciousness around rape and pornography, Margaret and
others like her had done in the area of domestic violence. Many
believe it was the verdict in the O.J. Simpson trial that ushered
in sweeping legislative changes in domestic violence law. But those
changes would never have occurred without the groundwork laid by
women’s advocates for over two decades before the Simpson
trial.

Among the more significant changes were things like
what evidence was considered admissible. For example, in many
states, tape-recording a person without consent was not only
inadmissible, it was a crime. But new laws allowed for such tapes
to be admissible if they were evidence of domestic violence. In the
family court, domestic violence against a spouse in front of a
child now constituted child abuse. And if a parent was found to
have committed an act of domestic violence, there was a presumption
against that parent having custody of a child.

As these new domestic violence laws were taking
hold, many states were trying to encourage joint custody, and
legislation made timeshare a factor in calculating child support.
In other words, if a father spends more time with his child, then
he pays less child support to the mother.

As a newly appointed commissioner, I could see how
the two legislative intentions were colliding. On the one hand,
parents who had never had anything to do with their kids were
suddenly demanding custody in order to pay less support. On the other hand, it didn’t take long
for people to realize allegations of domestic violence were easy to
assert, hard to disprove, and the fastest way to sole custody and
more child support. With money and sole
custody as possible motivations, claims of domestic violence were
often met with skepticism.

Margaret Todd had been forged professionally in a
time when protective laws—flawed as they may be—did not exist, and
she had the battle scars and the undeniable horror stories to show
for it. I had only known times since such laws were being drafted
or had gone into effect, and I was far more aware of the ways in
which those laws were vulnerable to corruption than I was of their
origin and genuine purpose.

Margaret and I sometimes ended up on different sides
of this issue. Just a year before, I had represented a father who
was at risk of losing custody of his children after being accused
and acquitted of drowning his stepson. Margaret represented the
mother, who petitioned the family court for sole legal and physical
custody of their children. If her husband hadn’t killed her son,
she argued, then he was unfit for allowing the boy to be close to
the water without supervision. The family court denied the mother’s
petition, and it seemed Margaret hadn’t trusted me since.

To Margaret, what I considered my objectivity
represented all things wrong with the direction in which feminism
was going. I—thirty years old, educated, white—at once benefited
shamelessly and distanced myself from the backs that had been my
bridge.

 


*

 


I turned to Mr. Sanders, who appeared to have more
to say. He balanced his briefcase on the waist-high partition
separating the audience from the participants and set his hands
atop it. The case supported his considerable weight as he leaned
in.

“Your Honor, we’ve been unable to come to an
agreement.” His pink, fleshy jowls rippled as he spoke. “We have
absolutely no faith in this mother’s word that she will follow a
court order.”

The attorneys entered the inner circle of the
courtroom with their clients in tow.

“Ms. Todd,” I prompted matter-of-factly, inviting
her to begin.

“Your Honor, my client has obtained a temporary
restraining order and is now in a battered-women’s shelter at an
undisclosed location, where she is living in fear for her life.
Since we’ve filed, her tires were cut, and she’s received
threatening phone messages from unidentified callers—”

“Your Honor,” Mr. Sanders said, cutting her off.
“Evidence. What does any of this have to do with my client?”

My hand went up traffic-cop fashion. “Let her
finish, please.”

Todd looked to Ms. Flint, the mother, who was
sitting to her left. “We’re requesting sole legal and physical
custody of Angie, and for Mr. Baxter to have supervised
visitation.”

Ms. Flint nodded in agreement. She was pallid in
complexion, her black hair gathered in a bun at the back of her
head.

Sanders came out of his chair. “This is
unbelievable!”

Mr. Baxter, the father, sat to Sanders’s right. His
bald, dark-brown head caught the light and his brown eyes set on
me.

I ignored the outburst. Sanders rolled his eyes and
flung himself back into his seat.

Todd continued over him. “There is a long history of
abuse in this case, and we feel Angie should not be with Mr. Baxter
unsupervised. Not only is he a danger to Ms. Flint, he doesn’t know
the child. He hasn’t spent any time with her.”

“Because she’s not letting him.” Mr. Sanders began
waving at me. “You’re just going to let her go on this way?”

“Stop interrupting,” I said.

“I knew we should have asked for a
judge to hear this case.” Under his breath, but loud enough
for the room to hear him. And then with condescension thinly
disguised as deference he added, “No offense, Your Honor.”

I ignored the remark, aware Alex Sanders had applied
for the position which I now held. Any other day, Sanders’s
provocation might have worked to throw me off balance, pull me into
a fight. I might have felt ashamed to be so easily dismissed by
him, exposed as a fraud in this black robe, reminded that in the
eyes of my colleagues it had been politics and brownnosing—or,
perhaps, muff diving—that had gotten me here by the unheard of age
of thirty.

I had overheard him saying it. “In San Francisco,
gay judges promote gay lawyers. Being a fag these days is like
being a member in an exclusive club, only anyone can join.” He had
laughed at his own joke.

Not today. Today, I thought of Del’s death, so far
away from this place of my actually very hard-won and
always-dubious power. Today, I violently rejected the futility of
her strivings, and of my own, and railed against the ease with
which the likes of Alex Sanders had always denied our achievements.
Never mind having gone from dropping out of high school at the age
of sixteen to graduating from law school at the age of
twenty-three. Never mind the absurd salaries and benefits I had
turned down to work sixty-plus hours a week over the past seven
years for nominal wages in order to expand access to family court
for families who couldn’t afford an attorney. Never mind the half
dozen articles I had published about improving and expanding legal
representation for children living in poverty. Hard work and true
devotion held no sway against the entitlements assumed every day by
Alex Sanders and others like him.

I focused on Ms. Todd. “You were saying.”

“My client wants to work with her baby’s father, but
Mr. Baxter is verbally abusive and physically intimidating. It is
not possible to cooperate with him.”

Wrestling with his wide body, twisting it to situate
more comfortably in the chair, Sanders asked, “My turn now?” His
tone was juvenile. I nodded. “Nine months. That’s how long my
client has been trying to see his daughter. Mr. Baxter has never
been arrested. There were no police reports made during the
marriage. He’s been in his current job for ten years without
incident. And he left her. The mother, Ms. Flint I mean, has made repeated
false allegations. She has sought a restraining order three times
in the last four months alone. Two were denied, one was dropped. We
had an agreement for visitation after the baby was born. Mother
never showed. This is our fourth time in court, because Ms. Flint
there”—he pointed in her direction—“says she’ll cooperate, and then
she doesn’t. She was ordered by Judge McVee six months ago to go to
therapy, but she hasn’t done that. Now she has relocated to an
undisclosed location, and she is alleging that my client is
following her at the exact time he can prove he’s at work. This is
about retaliation and child support.”

Todd said, “We’re not asking for child support.”

Sanders laughed-blurted, “They will be.”

My court reporter’s tape ran out. While she took a
few minutes to change it, the lawyers huddled with their clients,
and I thought about what I would say next. I already knew coming
into this hearing how it was likely to turn out based on the
pleadings. Unless Ms. Flint could offer some information to support
her most recent claim of domestic violence, she was continuing to
interfere with this baby’s right to see her father and to form a
relationship with him. Since less drastic measures had been
exhausted, the remedy was to place the child with the parent most
likely to support a relationship with the other parent—in this
case, the father.

 


*

 


What I was about to rule would fly in the face of
convention, surprise this father, and leave this mother indignant.
When it comes to parenting, especially of babies, a lot of people
think fathers are less competent than mothers. But what I valued
most about the law was the opportunity it provided for calling
basic beliefs, like that women are inherently better parents, into
question, turning ideas inside out, exposing the underlying
prejudices and flaws in logic that prevent us from seeing
individuals for who they are and looking at each situation as
unique. I went to law school because of what it had been like for
me and my friends as adolescents at the mercy of unreasonable,
sometimes quite cruel, parents. Striving for fairness was the way I
felt safe and sane in the world.

I figured this out in my last year of college. Until
than, I’d stayed the course I’d set upon with Del in middle school.
Del had wanted me to be a writer. We first noticed each other in
English class in eighth grade. The class had been divided into
small groups, and we were going around in a circle reading poems we
had written. Mine was about seeing my father hit my older brother,
the experience as ordinary as if I were describing a family dinner
conversation.

After I finished reading it, I noticed Del staring
at me. We had been in school together since elementary school, but
I was an athlete and a book nerd. Del was popular and seemed
inaccessible to me as a friend. She ran with older crowds and
always had a boyfriend. When I finished reading my poem was the
first time I really saw Del’s face. It—she—was the most beautiful
thing I had ever seen. Her raised brows, solemn eyes, and softened
cheeks expressed a mixture of awe and confusion and utter sadness.
When I realized her reaction was in response to my words, I brimmed
with pride and potency and purpose. My idea of myself as someone
who could have an effect on others was born in that moment, in the
light cast from Del’s recognition of me.

During lunch period, I was sitting on the ground in
the courtyard, book open on my lap, waiting for my group of friends
to gather. A shadow fell upon the page I was reading, and I looked
up expecting it to be Gail or Katie. Del was standing there,
hugging her books, hips tilted from casually leaning more on one
leg, soft hair falling forward around her face. Her plump, freshly
glossed lips caught the sunlight.

“Hi, Jenna.”

“Oh,” my heart held a beat, “hi.”

“I just wanted to tell you I liked your poem.”

I thought how serious Del seemed, which surprised
me, because she was one of the beautiful girls for whom things
appear to come easily, and seriousness implied effort. Well, that,
and Katie and Gail, my two best friends, hated her and were always
talking about what a superficial slut Del was. She stood searching
around me for a moment as I waited to see what she would say next.
I felt shy and confused—on the one hand glad for her attention, on
the other hand made acutely uncomfortable by it. Then she asked the
oddest question. “Does your father really hit you?”

My brows pinched and my face twisted a little.
“Sometimes. If I talk back.” Del was quiet, her expression pensive.
“Does yours?” I asked.

Del slid her weight to her other leg, swung her hair
around, and adjusted her books against her body. “No. My father
doesn’t hit us.” Her head turned. She had noticed her boyfriend,
Joel Bishop, enter the courtyard. Joel was already at Miami Shores
Senior High School, and he was coming to have lunch with Del. “My
mother hits us.” Now preoccupied with Joel, she concluded the
conversation by saying, “I’m never gonna
hit my kids.” As Joel approached, Del straightened, fixed her
smile, and pushed her chest out. “Bye, Jenna.” Without waiting for
me to respond, she walked away.

We didn’t become friends until Del joined the soccer
team that summer, but I had already begun to write short stories
and poems. All I wanted was for Del to look at me again the way she
had in English that day. I created stories the whole time we were
together, writing first toward her, then to her—and then about us.
Stacks of stories scribbled in pen or pencil on pages or in the
margins of class notes, reading aloud to her at night stories of a
heroine named Khila, basking in Del’s delight and encouragement. I
realized now, with Del dead, that the only remnant of those
long-ago-destroyed writings was Del’s living daughter. Khila.

 


*

 


The court reporter indicated she was ready to
resume.

“Back on record,” I said and faced the parties.
“I’ve read the paperwork that both of you have submitted. It does
confirm much of what you’re saying, Mr. Sanders.”

Sanders seemed surprised. He had expected me to
retaliate, twist this, make it come out a certain way for one party
because I didn’t like the other party’s attorney or because I was a
white gay woman and his client was a black heterosexual man.

“It sounds like the only new information is the
allegations of abuse.” Both attorneys nodded. I looked to Margaret
Todd, her glasses perched on her head, a pen in hand and poised for
writing. “I’m denying the request for a restraining order.”
Catching Todd’s glare, I said, “Too speculative.” Now I turned to
Ms. Flint, a woman small in stature, with severe eyes and stern
posture. My tone was matter-of-fact and straightforward. “I’m
granting the petitioner’s request for physical custody of Angie,
temporarily.”

Flint’s face hardened and then wrinkled in pain.
“What does that mean?” She grabbed Todd’s arm. “What does that
mean?” Ms. Todd leaned in and began to whisper. “You can’t do
that,” Flint said to me. “I’m breast-feeding.”

Ms. Todd’s head pivoted in my direction. “Your
Honor, Angie is still breast-feeding. And,” she continued, “I fail
to see how a change in custody is in this baby’s best interest.
You’re removing her from the parent she has been with since birth
and placing her with someone she doesn’t know at all.”

“I understand. Hopefully,” I said, “Ms. Flint can
and will provide Mr. Baxter with breast milk.”

Todd said, “Your Honor, you’re disrupting a
well-established mother-infant bond, which is a known recipe for
later psychopathology in the child.”

Sanders intercepted. “Keeping the child away from
her other parent is also known to throw a wrench in healthy
development. Ms. Flint has made it impossible for Angie to have a
relationship with anybody else. How can that be good for the child?
My client”—Sanders put his hand on Mr. Baxter’s shoulder—“will make
sure Angie sees her mother all the time.”

“Well,” I said, “what is
your plan for visitation?”

“Mr. Baxter works during the day, and Angie is going
to be with her paternal grandmother. Ms. Flint can be there while
he’s working, and she doesn’t have to see Mr. Baxter.”

I jotted down what Sanders was saying. “I’m ordering
a minimum of thirty hours of weekly contact to mother, with details
to be worked out between her and paternal grandmother. I’m also
appointing minor’s counsel,” I said toward Sanders. For the record,
I added, “To ensure that Angie is safe and to enforce
visitation.”

“Your Honor,” Todd said in barbed tones, “my client
is not going to visit at paternal grandmother’s house.”

“Neither of these parents can afford professional
supervised visitation. I’ve got a family member willing to help Ms.
Todd. I’m going to take advantage of that.”

“This is a domestic violence matter. Need I remind
you, intimate partner violence is the leading cause of death for
pregnant women in the United States”—she spat out the talking
points over Sanders’s loud objections and my attempts to stop
her—“and that’s proven murders. For women
in general, it’s number one after car accidents. There were a
reported five million physical assaults and rapes last year. A
women is killed—”

I interrupted more forcefully. “This is an argument
more appropriately addressed to the legislature, Ms. Todd.”

“It’s not a legislative argument at all, Your Honor.
This case brings these statistics right to our doorstep. You are
making an order to turn a nine-month-old baby over to an alleged
abuser. Are you sure you want to do that?”

It was a warning. Margaret Todd’s program, the
Family Violence Center, had just led a successful campaign to oust
a long-seated judge in favor of a new judge who was, in their
estimation, more sensitive to issues of domestic violence. She was
letting me know that if something happened to this mother or this
baby, I would have hell to pay.

Flint was standing with tears flooding down her
cheeks, glowering at me.

I met her glare. “This is a temporary order, and I’m
setting a one-month review date. Get yourself situated in stable
housing, cooperate with the visitation, start counseling, and we’ll
revisit this”—I looked to my clerk for a time—“September
thirteenth, nine a.m. That gives you four weeks.”

“Four weeks?” Flint fell forward a little and then
steadied herself by placing her hands on the table. “Who is going
to take care of my baby? How do we know she’ll be safe?”

I thought about Khila. “It can’t be good for her,”
Gail had said, “to be raised by that man.” Gail had called me
because she knew Del’s family wouldn’t stand a chance representing
themselves in a custody dispute. I closed my eyes for a moment,
trying to regain my focus. “I’ve made my orders,” I said, ignoring
Sanders’s grin.

Before moving on to the next case, I turned to my
clerk and said, “Let Judge McVee know I’ll be out the rest of the
week.”


Chapter Three

My workday over, I sat on my bedroom floor tussling
through the clean laundry pile seeking clothes I wanted to take
with me to Miami. Madison came into the room, my favorite sweats in
hand. She presented them to me, a show of conquest over the current
state of our laundry.

“So, what did Norma have to say about Del’s death?”
Madison asked.

“‘So what? She was trash anyway.’”

A slight shake of her head followed, as if she
wasn’t sure she’d heard me correctly. “Okay.” Madison held up socks to see if they matched.
She put one down and reached for another.

I patted Puck, our seven-month-old black Dane-pit
mix—a miniature Dane on steroids. He raised his lazy eyes at me and
wagged his tail. I reached over him and grabbed a shirt to fold.
Suddenly remembering, I said, “I have to charge my cell phone.”

“It’s already charging.” Madison’s dark hair fell
softly from a part off to the side. Her blue eyes were trained on
me, and she grinned at her successful performance of wifedom. Her
grin drew me in, and I was taken aback by my shyness in remembering
the sex we’d had the night before. I studied her, my tenderness
toward her palpable, the sudden reminder of her a pleasure and a
relief.

My eyes drifted to the window, and I noticed the
thinning daylight.

“We ended so badly,” I said. “I don’t even know what
I’m doing going to this funeral.” I decided to leave out the part
about how I was fifteen when Del’s mother met me on the porch with
a shotgun, her eyes bloodshot, her breath beer-drenched, her accent
a mix of Canadian French and Cuban Spanish. “If you come here
again,” she said, “I’ll kill you.”

The phone rang and Madison left to answer it. I
continued to fold, remembering the years after Del and I broke up,
and how every time I ran into her it was like putting my finger in
an electric socket—except for on the night before I left for
California. As I thought about that night when we did finally talk,
the gnawing ache in my chest sharpened around my heart, causing my
head to dip forward and my eyes to close.

 


*

 


The night before I left for California, I ran into
Del at a gas station on Miami Beach. It was 1989, we were both
twenty, and Del was about to marry Talon. She was driving a
run-down blood-orange Chevy with then two-month-old Khila tucked
away in the backseat. I looked past Talon’s name brandished in
capital gold letters on the Chevy plate and approached, the
surprise of Del making me feel hopeful. The feeling shattered
against the impermeability of her grudge. It had been like this
since our breakup five years earlier. Whenever we ran into each
other, she would be icy and I would retreat. On this night I
refused to retreat. I stood there remembering us at fourteen and
fifteen, her hips sliding over mine, my tongue skirting her nipple,
her finger etching my ribs, my cheek resting against her moist
inner thigh after she came.

“I’m moving away tomorrow.”

That did get her attention, did momentarily melt her
enough for her expression to change slightly in the direction of
something I thought might be sadness. But it was only momentary.
Del continued to look past me when we spoke, showed no interest in
introducing me to her current life or to her new baby.

That our paths crossed on that night in particular
seemed poignant. I was moving to San Francisco the next morning. I
had not laid eyes on Del in nearly a year. She was standing right
there, further away than ever, eating-disordered thin (despite
having just had a baby), with soft gold hair falling casually past
her shoulders, tight blue jeans, a sheer black shirt hanging open
over a fitted black silk-and-lace camisole. Feeling betrayed by my
own senses, I helplessly traced the shape of her slender arms
against her narrow torso, the slope and peak of her breasts.

The warm night air mixed with gasoline and Del’s
musky perfume. I tried to conceal my attraction to her. I felt
compromised, revealed in my loneliness and desperation, but the
sight and smell of her lulled me. But even the re-surprise of her
gorgeousness and my easy recall of my closeness to her did not
weaken my resolve. For the first time in five years, I was not
hoping for her to be wherever it was I intended to arrive. I
realized my leaving her was real.

My dog was barking. I turned toward him and told him
to be quiet. When I looked back, Del was staring at me with a
strange expression.

“Did you just call that animal Gregor?”

“Yeah. Why? That’s his name.”

“As in,” with mild sarcasm, “Metamorphosis?”

Shrugging, I asked, “What’s wrong with that? I like
that story.”

“You like that story? You
stopped talking to anyone who didn’t vote for it after you
nominated it for the high school Christmas play.”

Irritated, I countered, “It was the only gay
adolescent coming-out story I could find.”

She playfully pleaded me to reason, giggled while
scolding. “You’re the only one who ever read it that way.”

I drank her laugh, trying to sip and guzzle it at
the same time. It reassured me that Del recognized me, knew who I
was, was glad to see me in spite of herself. Then, as if caught,
she shifted her attention, the talking ceased, and my heart was
flailing about like a decked mackerel. The moment had been like an
eye of lucidity in a storm of dementia. Now she was gone, and I
missed her terribly and all over again.

Del watched the meter on the gas pump, her waiting
palpable. I stood behind her, invisible and foolish. “Why are you
so mad at me?” I asked finally.

“You know exactly why,” she said, without removing
her gaze from the machine. While I shook my head, she offered both
a question and an answer: “Why did you tell Gail about us?”

“What?” I laughed. “That’s it? That’s the reason you
haven’t talked to me in five years, because I told Gail Samuels
that we sucked each other? You fucked anything with a dick, and
that’s why, because you were afraid people would think you were
gay?” I realized the strength of my
protest was the measure of my guilt, and I felt sorry for going
off. “Del, Gail never told anyone.”

Del unhooked the pump from her car, put her gas cap
back on, and started walking away. “Wait! Del.” Again we were fighting, again. I was surprised when she stopped, hoped she was
agreeing by turning around to have the conversation she’d been
refusing to have for years. I blew out one breath attempting to
regroup. “That can’t be the reason you hate me so much,” I said.
“You can’t care about the gay thing, not really. And anyway, our
friends knew about us.”

“They didn’t know anything, Jenna, until you told
them.” All I could think about was how long it had been since I’d
heard her say my name. A most familiar gesture: she ran her hand
along the side of her neck to lift her hair off her face, her
glance cast downward in reverie. “I did care. You need me to admit
it, fine. It was embarrassing. I was embarrassed by how I felt
about you. But even if I wasn’t”—her face hardened and her
inflection turned disdainful—“what we did together was private. You
had no right to tell anyone.”

I groped for an explanation that would make my
indefensible act seem less significant when, honestly, I knew I had
broken her heart. “Del, it was just sex.”

“Is that what it was?”

Now I was angry. “You would know, all that real sex
you’ve had to compare us to.”

“Real sex? Wait, you
mean”—she laughed benignly and even fondly—“you mean because it was
with boys? Jenna, I didn’t mean it that way. It wasn’t like that.”
I realized what she had meant and started to apologize. She hated
apologies. She continued forcefully. “I meant…” She hesitated, and
then with a hint of sadness she confessed, “It wasn’t just sex to
me.”

Arms out, palms up, I pleaded. “Del, I was fifteen
years old. I was fifteen years old!”

Her coolness resurrected, she folded her arms over
her chest, a gesture of superiority. “So was I, but I didn’t betray
you.” She leaned back and glanced at her sleeping baby, her tone a
reminder that she was in a new life now. “You acted like you were
the victim.”

“You went hetero with a vengeance…”

“Are you fifteen now? What’s your excuse for saying
that to me now?”

“It’s just, you can’t call it loyalty.”

“Why not?” Half laughing, she said, “What I did hurt
me, not you.”

“We were not that separate. And”—my heart ached as I
pushed it out—“I was in love with you.”

Del looked at Khila, and this time I looked with
her. We stood side by side staring into the car window. Light hair
and a teardrop-shaped nose peeked out from the blanket Khila was
wrapped in; her tiny hand was nestled under her chin.

Del’s arm brushed against mine and our fingers
linked fleetingly, as if our bodies remembered something we had
forgotten. I surprised and slightly embarrassed myself with what I
said then. “Rounded edges and hollow spaces in which small
things—small treasures—could safely, easily be concealed.” I turned
from Khila to Del, the pain in my heart gone from muted to
stabbing. Del looked at me too, her green-gold eyes open and still,
her cheeks shallow.

“What does that mean?”

I stared at her, hoping she’d remember. My neck and
jaw tightened, and a wave swelled behind my eyes. I shook my head
and said, “Nothing.” I cleared my throat, stifled tears, smiled at
her. “It’s nothing.”

She wrapped one hand around the other, twisted her
fingers, shifted her eyes nervously. There was a long silence. Then
Del said sadly, wearily, as if she was thinking it clearly for the
first time, “As twisted as it sounds, I think I was trying to
protect us.”

I knew it was true. I had felt so betrayed by her
apparently easy recourse to boys, but now seemingly disconnected,
even contradictory pieces of history snapped into place. “A ruse?”
I offered softly, and more to myself.

She paused and looked down. “I think so. At first,
maybe. Then I don’t know what.” She leaned back against her car and
turned her head reflexively, checking Khila again. When she brought
her face back, her brows were clenched. She fixed her gaze on me,
her expression impassive. “It got a lot more involved.” I knew she
was referring to where things had ended up, before she met Talon.
Her sustaining myth about Talon was he had saved her from Ben
Reed.

Ben Reed, a guy we knew from high school, owned a
little fleet of flower carts. He had taken Del in when she couldn’t
stand to live with her mother anymore. When we were seventeen, I
would drive by Del on Biscayne Boulevard, where she stood selling
flowers from one of Ben’s carts. The business was rumored to be a
front for a prostitution gig. At the same time I’d learned this,
I’d also learned Ben referred to Del as the “cream of his crap.”
Del’s endeavors as a prostitute were well-worn grist for jokes
among the kids we went to school with. The boys who had tried to
sleep with Del in high school and felt indignant at her rebuffs now
took loud revenge. That night at the gas station, however, I had
the impression Del believed I didn’t know that she had “tooted”—as
we called it—for a while. I let her think that. Anyway, I was
having admission problems of my own, not confessing that there had
been no one else since her—knowledge I’m certain was just as common
and that lent itself just as readily to sadistic jokes at
neighborhood parties.

“What about you?” she asked, but I could tell it was
a closing rather than an opening.

“I’m driving to San Francisco tomorrow. Berkeley,
actually.” My throat constricted with the knowledge that the
content of our exchange from here on out was subordinate to the
structure; we were saying good-bye. “Law school.” But Del confused
me by waiting for more. “I mean…” I scrambled, grabbing at the
chance to say something more. “I am going to law school there, but
I’m also going because I’m gay.” I cast my gaze about seeking a
safe landing, gave up, and lit on her face. “Maybe it’ll be easier
there, you know?”

“You’ve had that idea for a long time,” she said
sweetly. Then, “Law school? You dropped out when I did.” I
recounted how I had beelined through: high school equivalency test,
junior college, scholarship to University of Miami. She shook her
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