
One

There’s a crowd at the bar when I get inside, but I hang back, alone, and watch. There’s a bucket

swinging in my hand, rusted tin, filled with pinkish water, and my hands are dyed red. They

match the walls of The Ruby, though it’s so packed tonight, you can barely see the diamond

wallpaper through the crowd. A constant hum of people talking over each other fills the room,

pierced by a loud laugh here and there, like the church organ shrieking over the choir.

A few people stare at me – I don’t know if it’s the bucket or just knowing who I am, but

they don’t say anything. They look away, quick, back at a friend, or the stage, where the band

plays It’s No Sin, the female impersonator’s voice struggling to be heard.

People are dancing anyway, hands clasped, bodies close, men with men, women with

women, some men with women, even. I haven’t seen a mixed gay bar since the war, when

women needed men to escort them in. All colors of people, too. Elsie has really gotten word out

that The Ruby is the most welcoming queer bar in San Francisco.

Except maybe for me. News has trickled out about me, too – the gay PI with the office

above the Ruby – but with it so has my past, and no one at a gay bar wants to get too close to a

cop, even if he was kicked off the force for being caught in one. Especially not when he’s

holding a bucket of what looks like blood.

I push my way through the people who won’t look at me, trying to be delicate, making

sure the bucket doesn’t spill, and make my way to the bar. Gene is pouring out drinks with steady

hands that were trained for the scalpel before someone sent photos of him and a beaux to his

medical school. He looks gorgeous in the light. He glows. I know I should probably try talking to



him more. But our kiss was months ago, and I was broken and bloody and glad to be alive. Since

then, whenever I’ve gotten up the nerve to talk to him, he’s smiled and laughed, same as he has

with any other customer.

He looks down at the bucket I’m holding, and frowns.

“Need the sink?” he asks.

“If that’s all right. I’m afraid I’ll spill it if I try to bring it upstairs.”

He moves to the left, making space for me, and I squeeze in next to him. Our shoulders

touch and for a moment I think of asking him to dance, what that would be like, being out on the

floor with him, shoulder to shoulder, arms around his waist. Like I belonged, I think. Like I was

home.

I pour the red water out, and it sloshes loudly into the sink.

“That’s not blood, is it?” a patron asks, watching. He’s drunk enough to talk to me.

“Paint,” I say. “Someone wrote some not-nice things on the building a few weeks back.

No one else had time yet, so I washed it off.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be a detective?”

I shrug, not sure how to answer. The motion tilts the bucket a little harder and the last of

the red water splashes back on me, hitting me in the face. The patron laughs as Gene hands me a

towel.

“He is a detective,” Gene says, as I wipe my face off, hiding my smile. I hand the towel

back to him.

“Thanks,” I say, and go to wash my hands off, too. I scrub, and the paint won’t shift. My

hands stay stained.

“Want a drink?” Gene asks.



“No,” I say. “Thanks.” I stand next to him a moment longer until he reaches past me to

get a bottle and I realize I’m in the way. I leave the bucket under the sink where it belongs and

retreat to an empty table away from the bar. Gene shoots me a look when I get there, but I can’t

read it – maybe he’s confused about my not wanting a drink. I try not to order drinks. Elsie said

they’d be on the house, but considering I’m not bringing in much money, like she hoped I would,

I’d rather not drain her cash and her liquor. I’m supposed to be paying her a percentage of my

earning from cases, but cases aren’t exactly pouring in. As a cop, they used to find me, now…

I’m not sure how to get them. I wait in my office most nights, and sometimes someone will walk

in, but most nights it’s empty, so I come down here, and stand to the side, hoping that’ll drum up

business somehow. Tonight I at least got to make myself useful when one of the cocktail

waitresses mentioned the graffiti. At least I cleaned up something.

Elsie sits down next to me. “Oh, will you just ask him out already?” she says, lighting a

cigarette. She’s in a blue suit turned nearly purple from all the red light bouncing off the walls.

Large ruby earrings sparkle from the shadows of her bob.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s been months of you two making baby eyes at each other and nothing

happening. If you don’t do something soon, he’s going to assume you’re not interested in him.

It’s nearly October already, Andy, get to it if you want to ring in ‘53 with him.”

“I don’t…” I shake my head and look back at him. He’s laughing at something a guy at

the bar said. Maybe I’ve been making eyes at him, but has he really been making eyes at me, or

just staring at my stare? “How would I even do that?”

“What?” Elsie blows out a smoke ring. “What do you mean?”

“I mean…” I don’t know what I mean. Two women, one in a suit, dance past us.



She sighs. “You just go up to him and ask him if he wants to get a drink.”

“He works at a bar.”

“Somewhere else,” Elsie shrugs.

“But-”

“Elsie, Stan is trying to sneak another number into his set.”

I look up at Lee, the showgirl who’s interrupted us, and check for lipstick; deep red

tonight. She’s in a yellow halterneck dress that sets off her dark brown skin, and a black wig

that’s tied back in a bun with a large yellow flower. She sees me staring, and winks. I’ve know a

lot of the show girls and boys in passing, but Lee has been the closest to welcoming. She told me

flat out that when she’s got the lipstick on, to call her miss, and when it comes off, to call him sir,

and if I did that, we’d be pals. Easy enough to check. I don’t want to mess it up and have the

friendliest face in the hallway, maybe the whole city, stop talking to me.

“Oy vay,” Elsie says, looking at the stage, where Stan, the female impersonator, is

readying the mic for another number. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Sorry Andy,” Lee says, “didn’t mean to steal her away.”

“It’s fine,” I say, as Elsie stands.

“You have a fella waiting in your office, by the way. Nice shoulders.”

“Sad or angry?” I ask. Those are the two types I get. Sad men, wondering if their

boyfriends are cheating on them, and angry men, convinced their boyfriends are cheating on

them. Cheap work, tailing men meeting other men, or going home to the wives they haven’t told

anyone about, but I can’t be picky. I’m new at this, and I need to bring in whatever I can.

“Not sure,” Lee shakes her head. “I think he came up through the garage though.” The

ground floor under the club is a garage with an entrance in the alley. There’s parking down there;



my car, Elsie’s, some others – but with it being out of the way and a bouncer in the stairwell

keeping an eye out for the cops, it’s an easy way up to my office without even setting foot in the

club.

“Better get to work, then,” Elsie says, walking away, “and ask him out.” She glances

meaningfully over at Gene.

“Ask who out?” Lee asks, grinning at me. “You finally find a boy you like, Andy? It

better not be Stan.”

“No,” I say quickly. “It’s… something else. Thanks, Lee. Sorry I won’t get to hear you

sing. I’ll try to get down before your set is over.”

“You’ll hear me through the floorboards, honey,” she says, walking after Elsie, her hips

swaying. Gene’s eyes flicker to mine for a moment as I pass the bar, or maybe I imagine it, and

he’s just staring at a drink at he pours it. I can talk to him later. Leaving a client waiting means

they have time to reconsider and walk out. Elsie hasn’t set an expiration date on this little

experiment of having an in-house detective, but I must seem like a bad idea by now. I bring in

enough to feed myself, sure, but her percentage is much lower than the value of renting me the

space, and we both know it. How long before she decides my office and apartment were better

before, as storerooms for booze?

I have to shove through the crowds, and by the time I get halfway upstairs to my office, I

can hear Lee singing How High the Moon. The floor above the club is just a hallway from one

elevator to stairs, dark purple walls and lined with doors, most of them open. The two closest to

the elevator are my office and apartment, respectively, but the other four are the dressing rooms,

doors always thrown open, the hallway bustling with performers and musicians and sometimes

waitresses here on break, or fans coming to leave flowers for their favorite performers. People



laugh and talk as loudly as downstairs as they paint on make-up or fake mustaches, zip up

dresses, button vests. At first, the chaos worried me, but it actually feels like home, the same sort

of clamor as working at the police station, only now I’m not looking over my shoulder to see if

they’re realizing the truth about me.

Right now, the hall is filled with white feathers slowly floating down through the air and

scattered on the floor like flower petals after a thunderstorm. I glance into one of the dressing

rooms and see Walter trying to squeeze into a white dress that’s covered in feathers. Sarah,

already in a full tuxedo, is trying to pull up the zipper for him, but it’s not going, and he hops up

and down, hoping to make it fit, shedding feathers as he does.

“It fit last week,” he says.

“You got fat this week.”

In the next room, two female impersonators are peeling off their makeup, cackling at a

joke I didn’t hear. A male impersonator is leaning against the wall, smoking. When I nod, she

nods back, which is something. They never nodded back the first few months I was here. Even if

they’re coming to terms with my old life, they don’t love that I’m suddenly living and working

next door. Clients don’t love it, either. Even with a covert way up here, the way people gossip,

you need to be careful.

But I’m the only queer detective in town, so some of them still risk it. Even when I’m not

here, someone always tells me if a client shows up. It’s still uncommon enough it’s noteworthy.

Not that the cases are. I’d thought I could do something here, maybe make up for who I was. But

all I do is follow people, tell people who love them their secrets. I’m not helping out the way I

wanted. No one even trusts me enough to ask me when they’re in real trouble. Why would they?



Elsie had the door redone when I moved in, Amethyst Investigations stenciled in dark

purple. I don’t love the name, but I get why she chose it – being affiliated with the Ruby, being

another of Elsie’s gems – it means I’m trustworthy, like the Ruby is. Most welcoming gay club in

San Francisco, most welcoming gay PI, too. In theory anyway. Certainly not everyone is buying

it though, or I’d have more business. I wonder who’s desperate or angry enough to come see me

tonight.

There’s a man sitting in the chair that faces my desk. His back is to me, but I can see he’s

blonde, broad shouldered, tall. I close the door with a click and he turns around.

Oh.

The recognition hits like an anchor that’s dropped too fast, crashing into the seabed, into

both of us, sand flying up, fish fleeing, a heavy thud and a scar on the ocean floor.

He looks just as shocked as I feel. Well, at least that’s two of us.

“I didn’t realize it would be you,” he says, almost apologetically. He stands up. “I can go.

I mean, I should go.”

I think about letting him. He can drift out the door like smoke and I can go back to

thinking of him as a sour memory. But I can’t be turning down clients. And… I want to know.

What happened.

I shake my head. “No, sit down. If you’re here, there’s not many other places you can go,

right?”

“Sure, but-”

“James. Don’t worry. I can help.”

I make my face calm, professional, even smile a little, though it kills me, and I go around

to my side of the desk. He looks almost the same, even though it’s been seven years. He has gray



creeping in at this sideburns, but is still shockingly handsome, with a square jaw and bright blue

eyes that not even the dark circles can hide.

“So” he says after a moment, and I realize he’s been looking at me the way I’ve been

looking at him, finding all the changes, all the things that stayed the same. “Been a while, huh?”

I stare at him. I don’t know what to say to that. He’s the one who vanished. A faint whiff

of him comes across the desk. Pine, the ocean. Just like he used to smell. For a moment, it’s like

the lines in his forehead and the grays vanish, and it’s just us again, like when we were alone on

base, or in the sonar cabin of The Bell, all our crewmates somewhere else. Just dim light, him,

me, the sway of the ocean, our hands and bodies. He used to hold me tight when the ship really

rocked. Kiss my earlobe.

I realize I haven’t said anything, and so he does he. “You look well,” he says, smiling. He

never could handle the silence. He always had to fill it with a grin or a joke or his mouth on

mine.

“Thank you,” I say. And as I get used to this – the two of us together again – I suddenly

realize there’s another presence.

“You ever hear from Helen?” he asks, as if sensing it, too.

I shake my head. “Not for years.”

Helen had been the third of our motley crew – a member of WAVES, the Navy women’s

auxiliary. Never went on a ship, but worked at Treasure Island, as a driver. After James vanished,

though, we couldn’t make the friendship work, just the two of us. The crater he left in our lives

with his sudden disappearance, with us not knowing what had happened – it was so big, too

terrifying to keep sidestepping. But I don’t tell him all that. He doesn’t get to know what he left

behind.



Lee’s voice comes through the floor, just like she promised, but it’s muffled, the lyrics

unclear. Just the sound of a voice, and music, too foggy to have any real meaning.

“Why don’t we talk about why you’re here,” I say.

“Yeah. That’s probably better than dwelling on the past.”

“Sure,” I say. “Better than that.”

He swallows. He was barely prepared to do this, and then it was a swell of old memories

that came in the door. I almost feel for him. But then I remember his bed on base, right next to

mine, but empty one morning. Perfectly made. His luggage gone. His locker door hanging open,

nothing inside. Not even a letter. Just emptiness waiting to be filled with fear and questions: had

they caught him? Was I next?

“I’m up for a promotion,” he says finally. “Rear Admiral, lower half.”

“Oh,” I say, trying not to look like I was just slapped across the face. “Congratulations. I

didn’t realize you’d stayed in the Navy.”

“Well, yeah,” he says, tilting his head, confused. He used to do that a lot. “That’s why I-”

he stops himself. “After the thing with the spy, the brass noticed me.”

I nod. He knew a little German from his grandmother. He’d never told anyone that –

knowing German was suspicious during the war – but he overheard some supposed tourists

speaking it on base, trying to get something to the mainland, and he’d reported it. He’d stumbled

onto a spy, stopped a Nazi plot. But there was barely time to celebrate – The Bell left for

Okinawa, our first real action since we’d enlisted, aside from escorting ships between San

Francisco and Pearl Harbor.

We didn’t get back until the end of ‘45. We spent our days looking for enemy subs and

clearing out underwater mines around the coast - I ran the sonar, searching, and James was the



captain’s secretary. But we’d known each other before that. We’d come through training together.

We were always together.

His eyes look the same now. He stares at me, waiting for a reaction.

“I remember,” I say finally.

He nods, and takes out a cigarette case from his jacket pocket, offers me one, which I

take. We tap our cigarettes on the desk almost in unison and then he takes out a lighter and bring

it to his cigarette. Then, without even looking at me, without hesitating, he leans over the desk

and lights mine, his fingers close to my mouth. I don’t even realize how intimate it is until it’s

over. Old habits, memories our bodies haven’t gotten rid of, the way alcoholics undo themselves

drinking any glass put in front of them without realizing.

“Well…” he says, and blows smoke out between his lips in a long gust, “after that, I was

on officer track. Worked hard. Kept my nose clean, y’know?”

“A change for you, then?”

He laughs, but it’s sad. “Yes, well. That was the point. I mean… we all knew it wasn’t

going to last. The… openness. Right? The moment we took Okinawa I knew. The rules were

going to change back as soon as we won the war.” James always knew when the party was over.

When to leave the bar before the raid, when to not go out at all. He said it felt like a

thermometer, and the mercury was fun, release, going up up up… you had to leave before it hit

the top. People like us, we only get our fun in doses, like junkies. Too much and you’re dead.

“Just one of your feelings?” I ask.

He nods, cigarette smoke swirling around him at the gesture, like a frame around his

portrait. “After we got back it was boiling. We’d gotten away with so much. Not every

homosexual, I know. But you and me, we were lucky, Captain Teller didn’t care much as long as



we were good at our jobs. Some captains would have had us court martialed just for the way we

smiled at each other. With the war over, guys leaving, the navy bringing in those new shrinks to

study us… it was time to go. No more fun for a while.” He looks at me, a little sad, and then up

at the ceiling. “Anyway, that’s where I am today. Captain.”

“That’s fast,” I say. “You must have really loved the job.”

He doesn’t wince at that, and I’m not sure he was supposed to. “Well, a lot of guys left

after the war, and I’d already been to college. And I’m good at it, too. I always told you I would

be if they’d given me a chance. And now there’s this Rear Admiral spot. My name is being

tossed around, now that Michaelson is retiring.”

He pauses, takes a hit off his cigarette.

“Except?” I ask. “Someone make the Captain spill about us?”

“Oh, no, I don’t think… I mean, no one really remembers me then. I restarted. I was

posted in the Atlantic until I made Captain two years ago.” He chuckles, low and familiar.

“People call me Jim now. And with you gone…”

“Sure,” I say, inhaling on my own cigarette. It’s bitter.

“But there are some photos. More recent ones.”

“I thought you said you kept your nose clean.”

“I did. I do. But you know how it is, Andy. You go weeks, months, and you start to

feel…”

“Yeah,” I say, remembering how it felt at the station, the nights I was off duty and felt

like I barely existed. “It doesn’t feel like that if you’re more open about things, for what it’s

worth.” I decide I don’t like the cigarette and twist it out in the ashtray on my desk. I haven’t



kissed anyone since Gene but I don’t feel that ache, that loneliness like I used to. I haven’t

needed to shove myself against another man just to feel my own skin.

“Well… that must be nice,” James says. He looks around my office and I follow his eyes:

coat rack, desk, ashtray, pens, paper. On a shelf are some books my friend Pat lent me. I keep it

discreet in here. Nothing personal. Still feels odd to have him looking around, like he might find

something.

“I never got married, you know,” he says, turning back to me. “I didn’t want to do that to

a woman, unless she was in on it. I suppose I could have asked Helen, but…”

“But that would have been even more trouble,” I say.

“Yeah, she was always trouble.” He smiles, inhales on his cigarette.

She’d recognized us from base, and come up to us one night at a gay bar, fearless, to offer

us a ride next time we were headed out – provided we escorted her in. The gay bars were more

mixed then, men and women, and it suited us all to pair off, for appearances. But we got close.

She was funny, flinty, wild both in a car and out of it, always going for the girls with boyfriends,

husbands, diving out a back window when he came home. She’d pick us up from our hotel at the

time we’d agreed, her blouse still half unbuttoned from having to run.

“So the photos?” I ask, suddenly missing her more than I missed him. She didn’t vanish.

I let her slip away.

“Yeah, right,” he nods, then puts the cigarette out. “Me and a professional. Not someone I

picked up in a park or anything, not some punk looking to roll me. He’s a fairy I see sometimes.

Discreet. But then these photos came the other day. Not from him, I don’t think. They’re not

signed. Tells me to leave ten grand in a locker in a YMCA Friday or else they get sent to the



admirals. I’ll get dishonorably discharged, maybe court-martialed.” His voice is getting higher,

reedier. “Andy, I don’t have that kind of money. What am I supposed to do?”

“Why are you so sure it’s not from the hooker?” I ask.

“Danny’s a good guy. And I pay him well enough – why turn on me now?”

“He could need a payday – could be he’s being blackmailed himself. Or he’s moving, or

just got tired of it and decided to cash out. Could be he only just got a camera.”

“I don’t think he-”

“What, another feeling?”

“I’ve never been wrong.” He crossed his legs and starts rubbing his hand on his knee, like

he’s polishing something. His nervous tick. “Though I haven’t been able to get in touch with

him, either.”

“Okay. You have the photos?”

“Do you really want to see them?” We lock eyes and I think about it. I don’t.

“Do you know where they were taken?”

“Yeah. A hotel I use. Fake name, and he comes up later, we don’t go in together. And the

hotel never asks questions.”

“What’s the hotel?”

“It’s on California, just east of Pacific Heights.”

“Okay, but what’s it called? I’m going to have to go there.”

He looks away, won’t meet my eyes. “The Belltower.”

A laugh rips out of me like a knife.

“It just seemed like a good sign.”

“Sure,” I say. “You know what room they were taken in?”



“I always ask for the same one. High up enough there aren’t other buildings out the

window. 608.”

I start jotting down notes. “And how did you meet, exactly? Did he have a madam or

handler?”

“No, no, he was on his own. I met him at a bar – not a queer one. But he spotted me

anyway, y’know, like we used to do with-” He stops. The past keeps pouring out of him, and he

knows he’s going to choke on it.

“You have a phone number, and address?”

“Just his phone number.” He rattles it off, and I write that down, too.

“All right,” I say.

“So you’ll take the case?”

“I’ll do what I can. I’m fifty bucks a day, plus expenses.” It’s higher than I usually

charge. I’m entitled to some pettiness.

“Fine,” he says. “But I need the photos – the negatives, too – by next Friday, or else…”

“I can’t make any promises. But six days should be enough time. And if it’s not, I can

watch the locker, find out who’s blackmailing you, get the money back.”

“I don’t have money like that, I can’t even get it together.”

He looks so sad for a moment, so scared, I feel a need to protect him. To hold him. He

must be so desperate if he came here – a club where setting foot inside could get him fired if

anyone saw. Then I remember that I felt the same way when he vanished, terrified that I would

be next. The pity fades.

“We’ll figure something out if it comes to that. But let me poke around first. Could just

be Danny, desperate, and I can scare him off. All right?”



“Yeah… yeah,” he takes a deep breath, goes to take out his cigarette case again, then

stops. “You always looked out for me, Andy. I guess this is… just like old times.”

“It’s not, James.”

“Maybe it could be?” he asks, standing. He takes the pen out of my hand writes a phone

number on the pad. He bends his body over the corner of the desk to write, and without the

furniture between us, I can smell him clearly, feel him. Touch him if I wanted. There’s a spot on

his spine where if I ran my fingers, he would melt. I could take him to my room across the hall,

better than the cheap motels we used. It would be easy, I think. He wants me to. The memories

are like magnets, trying to snap our bodies back together.

He drops the pen. I look up at him. I think for a moment he’s going to kiss me, and I

don’t know if I want him to or not.

“I’ll be in touch,” I say.

“I don’t know if I’m glad or terrified that it ended up being you,” he says softly.

“Only queer detective in town.”

“I know. People talk about it. But I never thought… what did you do? After?”

“I left. I became a cop. That didn’t work. Here I am.”

“Do you hate me?”

He stares at me, narrowing his eyes a little, willing an answer out of me, but I don’t know

if he wants a yes or no. Below us, Lee is singing another song: That Old Black Magic. The music

rises up like perfume.

“Not anymore, James. It’s been seven years. We don’t even know each other.”

It’s a lie. He knows it’s a lie as well as he knows me. Or some version of me. Some

version of me that’s already reaching up, hungry mouth first.



But that version of me isn’t here, not now. We stare at each other a moment longer. Then

he turns and goes.

I sit alone in my office long enough I hear the music downstairs end, and a little while

after that the door creaks open and Lee peeks in.

“I thought you’d be back down at the bar to hear me sing.”

“Oh,” I look up. “I’m sorry, Lee. I heard you through the floor. You sounded great.”

“You okay? I saw the light on, but the door is open. You don’t usually just wait in here

alone.”

“I… the client,” I say, looking up at her. “I knew him. Ages ago. In the war.”

“Never knew he was gay?”

I laugh. “I knew.”

“Ex-boyfriend then?”

We never called each other that. Hearing the word now feels cheap to describe what we

were. I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

“Well… you take the case?”

“I gotta earn my keep.”

She steps in sits down opposite me. When Lee was first so nice to me, I thought maybe

she had a crush, but over the months, I’ve realized that’s not it. She likes my job. Always asks

me questions about the cases, even throws out theories. The attraction isn’t me, it’s the office.

“So what kind of job?”

“Blackmail.”

“Oh,” she raises her eyebrows. “You have one of those before?”

“No. But I didn’t tell him that.” I crack a smile. “Charged him twice my usual rate.”



She laughs. “Leads?”

“The man he was with, the hotel he was at.”

“Exciting.” She slowly takes off her wig.

“We’ll see.”

“All right,” she says. “You sure you’re okay?”

“Sure, sure,” I say, waving her off. “It was just… seeing a ghost, you know?”

“Oh I know all about that,” She says, standing up. “Plenty of my ghosts waltz into this

place every night. But,” she smiles, “there was a very nice-looking man at the bar tonight. So I’m

going to go take off my lipstick and put on a suit and see if he wants to dance with me. Even if it

is to Stan’s singing. You should come down.”

“I will,” I say. “Just give me a few.”

She shrugs and walks out of the office. I stay there for a while longer, breathing in the

smell of pine and the ocean.



Two

When I finally get downstairs, Lee is on the dancefloor, in a suit and out of makeup, his

arms around a tall and handsome man who smiles at him. They’re one of just a few couples left

on the floor, the earlier crowds having faded as the night did. At the bar, Elsie and Gene are

chatting. Some people are nursing drinks alone, and there’s a couple kissing in one of the

shadowy corners.

Stan is back with the band, singing All My Love. He’s not as good as Lee. I wish I’d been

down here for her set. I walk over to the bar, Elsie looking me up and down.

“You don’t look good,” Elsie says. “You okay?”

Gene immediately reaches over the bar and puts his hand on my forehead.

“Doesn’t feel like a fever,” he says, taking his hand back. I realize my own hand has

reached up a little, as if to take his, so I rest it on the bar.

“Just the new client,” I say.

“Who does he want you to follow?” Gene asks, voice a little hoarse. If there’s one person

who hates my cheap little tail-jobs more than me, it’s Gene. That’s another reason I haven’t

asked him out. He says he understands why I take the cases, that he knows I hate them, too. But

he knows better than most what happens when secrets get out. How dirty these cases are. Well, at

least this one isn’t.

“Actually, he might be in real trouble,” I say, and Gene looks up, eyes curious. “I might

finally get to help someone.”



“Yeah?” Elsie swirls her drink. It’s mostly empty, her usual, a highball, and it smells like

oranges, washing away the pine. “And get paid?”

“Yeah. Double. I know him. Knew him.”

“Really?” Elsie’s eyes widen in shock with a hint of amusement. “What, was he an ex?”

I don’t say anything, but my eyes go to Gene, who has suddenly started cleaning the

glasses that are lined up under the bar, dipping them in under the faucet and then rubbing them

clean with a towel.

An ex-friend maybe. My closest friend. My lover. We were together from my first week

of training, when he came out of the showers in the bunk, towel wrapped around his waist,

dancing like he was a striptease at a boy’s club, the other guys playing along, whistling, hooting.

He and I met eyes, and in that moment we both knew. We were stuck together. Until we weren’t.

Ex doesn’t feel like the right word for it. I just shake my head, non-committal.

“Oh,” Elsie says. “Sorry, I didn’t think you had any…” she shakes her head, then turns on

me, glaring. “And no more cleaning up the nasty words someone painted on the building. People

saw you dragging that back through the bar and thought you’d killed someone.”

“I wanted to help,” I say. “It had been there weeks.”

“You are helping. But that’s not your job. It had been there for weeks because it was

small and red and it made other would-be-defacers feel like they didn’t have anything to add. If I

wanted it gone, I would have asked one of the busboys.” She pats me on the cheek. “Stick to

what you’re good at.”

“Defacers?”



She smirks, then glances at her watch. “It’s a word, right there in the dictionary” she says,

then downs the rest of her drink. “I should get going. I promised my girl I’d be home tonight.

You good to close up, Gene?”

“Sure,” Gene says.

She stands, and as Gene turns back down to the glasses, looks from him to me and raises

an eyebrow. I sigh, and she shrugs, our entire conversation silent.

“Bye boys,” she says, before turning and walking out.

“You want anything?” Gene asks when she’s gone. His shirt is unbuttoned now, and his

undershirt has a low collar, showing off the edges of his clavicle, shining with sweat. “I know

seeing an ex can be…” he takes out a glass and pours me some whisky without even waiting for

an answer. I take it and down it.

“Thanks,” I say, wiping my mouth.

“It was a bad breakup?”

“There was no breakup,” I say.

He raises an eyebrow.

“He just vanished one day. I thought maybe he’d been caught and… I put in for early

discharge. Before they could give me the blue ticket. I was terrified. I joined the police to hide,

thought I could throw people off the scent.” I stop and look up at Gene. He’s staring at me,

listening. I let my finger trail the cold edge of the empty glass. “I turned my life to ash because I

thought he’d been taken. But this whole time it turns out he’d been…”

“Caught?”

“Promoted.”

Gene winces in sympathy and pours me another shot. I stare down at it.



“He’s up for another promotion,” I say. “Rear admiral.”

Gene snorts. “Really?”

“I know, but it’s a big job. But....”

“You don’t want him to get it?” Gene asks, and his eyes are staring me down, brown so

dark they look black, like they’re pulling something out of me just to fill the space. “You don’t

want to help him?”

I look away. “I don’t know.”

It’s the wrong thing to say and I know it as soon as it escapes me, but it hovers there, the

way the truth always does when it’s spoken too loudly.

“Thanks for the drink,” I tell him.

“Andy-” he says, like he’s going to apologize for me. But that’s just embarrassing for

both of us, so I get up. He beckons to me, but then the lights start to flicker – the code for a

police raid. The music stops. Everyone immediately separates, standing apart from each other,

nervous. Walter takes a badge from his feathered cleavage that says “I am a man” and sticks it to

his dress – a trick Elsie stole from Jóse at the Black Cat. Legally, bars are allowed to be queer

now, they can’t shut us down just for having gay people inside. But cross-dressing can be

deception, which is an arrest. Dancing and hand-holding can be improper acts, which is an arrest.

And then there’s worse than just arrest.

“Go,” Gene says to me, but I’m already heading to the stairs. The thing about being a

former-cop who was fired after being caught in a raid on a gay bar is that all your old buddies on

the force would love to win bragging rights for breaking your face. They don’t know about my

new job or home, but if they did, they’d be here every night trying to shut the Ruby – and me –

down permanently. I pull out my key to Elsie’s apartment – the one place the cops can’t go.



Technically my apartment’s a residence, but it’s also renovated storage, so they can search it, and

if they find me in there, some old pal on the force who knows me, they might take me in for fun.

No way I’d survive that. There’s no safe place for me, not really. But hiding in the shadows,

relying on Elsie – it’s the best I’ve got.

This is the ninth raid since I’ve been here. I hope it isn’t because they’ve heard about me,

some rumor. But I don’t think that’s it. Elsie used to be able to hold the cops off with bribes, but

those the money for those bribes came from blackmailing some people we both liked and she’d

stopped it when I’d caught her. She said she could handle it. I wonder exactly how wrong she

was.

Elsie’s place is clean, quiet. I don’t snoop, I don’t turn on the lights, I just wait by the

window. When the police leave, I watch them stream out of the building like a river of navy.

They don’t have anyone with them, which means everyone got apart in time, everyone was

separate, alone, and there was no reason make an arrest and close the place down. It’s safe, for

tonight.

When I get back down to the Ruby, I only peek in, the door covering half of me.

Everyone looks rattled, but no one is hurt. The cops like to smack people around sometimes,

hope someone will fight back and they’ll have their reason to shutter the club. But it’s late, and

the club was mostly empty, so maybe it didn’t seem like much fun. And now the music is playing

again, and Lee and his man are on the dance floor, arms around each other, smiling as brightly as

they can to scare away the shadows the police left behind.

I glance at Gene, but he’s mixing someone a drink, and what do I have to say to him,

really? What could I have done if they weren’t okay? So I let the stairwell door close. It’s time to

call it a night.



Upstairs, the feathers have all sunk to floor. Just a few performers are left, washing their

faces, changing back into street clothes, vanishing into the night. They always look saddest

leaving.

I unlock the door to my apartment, across from the office. It’s just a small studio with a

bathroom off it. I’ve decorated more in here; there are more of Pat’s books, a photo of my

parents, and I have a record player. It’s the first thing I bought with my money once I was out of

the Navy. Plenty of records – that’s where my money goes after food and Elsie’s cut, if I have

any left.

I strip and lie in my bed, above the sheets. The window is open and a faint rattle of traffic

rolls by outside. The Ruby’s sign glows red right out my window, staining the room pink where

it’s not black. It smells like liquor and makeup from the hall, seawater and gasoline from the

street. I close my eyes, and memories swell back up, his hand in mine. His lips on mine.

Moments in the dark alone in the sonar cabin I operated on The Bell. Moments not alone, in

hotel rooms on leave, other men we brought back sometimes, or just his hand on my thigh in a

club, Helen smoking on my other side, chatting up a woman.

We were happy, somehow, then. It doesn’t make any sense.

I will the memories away, push them aside, and instead wonder about the case, then about

Gene, and then I wonder what his hand would feel like, if I’d taken it when he touched my

forehead. How soft his hands would be. If his wrist would taste of salt.


