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SYNOPSIS

Breath and Soul is a love story bookended by a chronicle of depression. What happens when the dark hopelessness of the soul intersects with the promise of love?

It's practically a miracle that Chase Young has survived terrifying mood swings and lapses into deep depression ever since high school. With the start of college and the continued, even heightened, intensity of these dark emotions, it becomes increasingly clear that Chase is going through more than just the angsty motions of growing pains.

Enter Aaron Sammler, an aspiring filmmaker whose charm and charisma sweeps Chase away. Will Aaron become the white night that Chase has always longed for? More importantly, does Aaron even want the job?

In heartbreak or in death,

In sorrow or happiness,

Through the distance of time and place,

This is for those who’ve already left

Chapter One


“Let me tell you about my daughter,” Mrs. Young began. “When she was small, she was always writing. Every day she wrote in those little black and white notebooks, you know, the ones you get for cheap at the store. I did not have to spend much money to make her happy. Just get her the notebook, maybe some new pencils, and she was happy. I bragged to all my friends that she was so independent. She took care of herself when she was small because her dad and me were always working. We wanted to give her a good life here in the States. We did not always understand Chase, especially in high school when she was always sad. But I knew, even when she was small, that she would become very big, very successful. Everyone said she would be a news reporter or an author, and I believed them because I saw it with my own eyes. But I knew she would become something much more. I did not always know what she was writing about, but I knew that her mind would change the world. I see that now in you, Aaron. Even though we have only known each other a short time, I see how Chase has changed you. I also know, especially now, that the two of you were meant to be together.”


The silence was always a surprise to me. After the noisy fiasco of my dreams, the silence of consciousness became a loudness all it’s own. Sometimes the dreams were nightmares in which the goal was always to run away from a monster and find a safe haven. The monster was usually metaphorical, symbolizing some other anxiety, but it was terrifying just the same. After these nightmares, awakening to the sound of nothing was always a huge relief. My eyes would shoot open and the world re-emerged to give me a gradual reminder of the nightmare’s fiction, or partial fiction.


Then there were the dreams that were more pleasant. These too were symbolic. Even a fantasy could represent something else. In this kind of dream, rapture was an abundant resource. It surrounded and sprung forth from everything. Joy knew no limitations, no fears and anxieties. In this kind of dream, many of my lifelong dreams had come true, which was what made the awakening that much more grievous. Sometimes I grieved when I woke up. Although the silence was a soothing blanket over me, I laid still with an inner trembling of sadness and loss. I felt like I had been torn away, kidnapped from everything I had ever hoped and longed for. Love, contentment, reconciliation: these, which had existed in a dream state, became weaker than a memory the moment I returned to consciousness.


I always liked waking up in my own bed. I knew exactly where the sun was going to come through and what part of the bed I should avoid rolling towards so that I wouldn’t land on the floor. I knew what I would see once I opened my eyes. Sometimes it was the ceiling, it’s solid whiteness always giving me a momentary blindness. Or maybe it was my closet, the doors of which I had taken down because they could no longer slide shut for some reason or another. Because of this, I got to see my clothes hanging against one another. But because of my nearsightedness, all I ever saw of my clothes when I woke up were distant, shapeless figures. Yet I still knew what I was looking at, and that made me glad. Other times I would open my eyes to nothing in particular because I was too busy trying to bring back images from a pleasant dream. I lay in the bed for what seemed like an eternity and I stared. If another person were to have come into my room as this happened, what would they have seen? Would they have seen an unmoving lump of flesh, disproportionately sized because the person laying there had a body frame that existed somewhere between average and frumpy? 


(I never particularly liked my body, but I never cared enough to work on its shape very often. I compensated by wearing nice clothes, being picky about my eyeglass frames, and --- not too long ago --- developing an obsession with fixing my hair. The routine worked, because I usually ended up looking rather normal, and no one --- except my parents, on occasion --- ever really gave me any grief about it.)


Would the person who came into my room, who tiptoed inside so as not to disturb me if I was still asleep, end up staring into a blank and expressionless pair of eyes?


I often felt and thought about so much, but my face would reveal very little. I inherited dad’s stoicism, which he only developed as he aged. His cheeks developed several prominent wrinkles and, when he wasn’t smiling, his expression was a hardened apathy. But my cheeks were smooth, or so I’d been told, and I looked much younger than my true age. People were often surprised to find out that I was a college student. I never thought that my face would be so hard to read, so blank. Would they ever see the real me? Could anybody?


The silence was always a surprise. It never ceased to soothe me, to bring me out of what could be a restless sleep. I was often more at ease lying awake in bed than when I was left to the endless rustling of my mind. But before I knew it --- and I never learned to expect it --- the time always came when I’d have to leave my bed and rejoin the world. It was a decision that I was always forced to make, less I stayed there forever and atrophied from the aftermath of dreams and nightmares.

Chapter Two


Who are you, Aaron Sammler?


This was the question that floated through my mind one night. It was one of many first nights in my first semester of college, a time when even the minutest revelation of life was an earth-shattering discovery. I sat at a table with a group of newfound friends inside a restaurant that was crowded only because the space was so small. The lighting was dim, and somehow I knew that this was affecting my mood. I felt a little more drained, a bit more reserved than I would have been in a brighter situation, like the one I experienced just an hour before.


I made these friends after I signed up to be part of a student Christian group on my campus. The group regularly met one night a week and the tradition was to have dinner afterward. Finding others who shared my faith had been a top priority for me when I started college. I needed to be with people who believed in God, and who could believe that a man died for humanity, that He saved us all. That was a core belief of mine. Certainly there existed people who exploited and manipulated that belief until it became something so ugly that I very nearly wanted to ditch it. But for that moment in the restaurant, for the moment that I sat next to Aaron Sammler, my belief was unchallenged. All I knew was that, through this organization, I was finally finding a foothold in college.


Hi, Aaron.


Hey, Aaron.


Yo, wassup homie!


There was something about him that made me want to carefully consider every word I said to him. For starters, I liked that he was an aspiring filmmaker. I loved to watch movies, but it had been several months since I was separated from my best friend who was also my fellow amateur movie critic. I saw Aaron as someone who could fill that particular void, among other things.


My new friends sitting around the table --- and Aaron --- were the lone bright spot of the restaurant. That place had a dingy, slapped-together feel about it. There hadn’t even been any cheesy decorations on the boring, bare white walls. There were only two posted copies of the menu, both of which were written in Chinese. And there was an atmosphere of dirtiness that permeated about. I saw it in the way the waiters hastily handled the food, or the pile of silverware that my fork had come from. The pile, which was on the verge of crashing to the ground, sat on the edge of the cashier counter near the front of the restaurant. 


(I was the only person out of everyone at the table who asked for and used a fork. Among my peers, this made me a bad Asian, except that in the Philippines no one actually used chopsticks. Instead, you either used your hands in a process called kamayan, or made like the westerners and simply used utensils. Too bad I was the only Filipino sitting at the table.  Everyone else was from Asia proper --- China, Japan, Korea, and even a Vietnamese girl. These people were all either second or third generation Americans, so they were as westernized as the next white person was. But they had also mastered the art of using a chopstick, which unfortunately was also an eating utensil, thus making me look out of place even if I had wanted to pursue my native kamayan technique.)


Probably the worst offender in the whole restaurant was the strange black substance that seemed to inhabit every corner. I had no idea what to call that substance. Mildew, or rotten food maybe? Whatever it was, it was there. Oddly enough, this did not deter me from eating. That whole day had encompassed a string of back-to-back classes. My body was more than willing to digest nourishment in the form of a family-style Chinese dinner.


In a family-style dinner, I had learned, the entire table decided what dishes would be ordered. Then each dish was individually served and placed at the center of the table where we could pick and choose what to eat at our liking. The price of the entire dinner was covered under one lump sum, which was usually cheaper than the total amount of each person ordering their own meal. The waiter had already brought over a plate of sauce-soaked gailon and a huge bowl of wonton soup, but we made the decision to start eating only after all the dishes arrived. I found myself gazing hungrily at the soup when I finally decided to say something to Aaron. I guess hearing him talk about movies with such an incredible fervor whetted my appetite to connect with someone I had something in common with.


At the cashier counter, the pile of silverware finally collapsed on the ground, making a high-pitched tingling sound that lasted for a few moments. A man whose face looked gravely serious the whole time we were there --- he was probably the manager, I guessed --- yelled at the cashier. She was a woman --- probably my age or younger, because she also had soft, delicate cheeks --- who promptly knelt down on the ground and scampered to pick up the seeming multitude of knives and forks. All this commotion had momentarily discouraged me from talking to Aaron, who also seemed fixated by the Great Silverware Collapse. But when he turned around again, we locked eyes. He smiled at me. I formed a line with my mouth that tried to look like a smile. Instead, it probably ended up turning into a Chinese character that must have seemed foreign even to the most expert calligraphist.


“So,” I said, dangling the word like a carrot attached to a stick.


I nodded and tried to act natural. In other words, I said the first thing that came to mind.


“Do they play old movies on campus?” I asked.


Aaron considered the question for a moment, then said, “Yeah. They show movies from like three months ago.”


That hadn’t been the answer I was looking for, but I did not care about that. What I was concerned about was how I was appearing to him, how to make him like me. This was in great contrast to how I usually made friends. 

The process of making friends was, for me, one that usually involved an anxiety that I’d long since grown tired of. In my younger days, I was always filled with hope over the prospect of meeting someone new. I never had the best image of myself even in those days. But the self-conscious aspect of social interaction only seemed to come with age. In those early days, making friends was all about “Do you like to play this video game?” or “Have you seen that movie?” and “Did you hear what’s-her-name’s new album?” Then it became an endless parade of “Are my shoes name-brand?” and “How come I’ve never heard of what’s-her-name?” By that point, making friends was no longer a fun fact-finding investigation. Friendship had become a market, and you had to spin all the facts about yourself just to make a decent sale. I had no problems listening to Bette Midler and Michael Bolton up until I discovered that no one else my age listened to them, and that I was seemingly the only person in the world who was unaware that Boyz II Men and Toni Braxton existed. All of a sudden Bette and Michael faded away into the background, and I was honing a taste for Toni and Wanya and Shawn. In the television business, this was probably what they called “re-tooling.”


How was I re-tooling myself, how was I re-inventing my personality, in that very moment I was meeting Aaron? For starters, what I had really meant by “old movies” were the classics, you know, the black and white stuff. I had seen some in the past, like The Awful Truth and Psycho. Although I was profoundly entertained by those particular movies, my interest in classics was mild, even passing. The truth was that I was watching those movies because I simply wanted to feel smart. I had no interest in liberating myself from the oppressive chains of contemporary pop culture, or some other high-minded ideal. And for some reason, I got it into my head that Aaron was smart enough to like those kinds of movies for a deeper reason than mine. To me, for him to be in college to actually study filmmaking instead of something like Psychology or Computer Science was an achievement in itself. I may not have known (or at least admitted) it to myself at the time, but I was idolizing Aaron.


“No no,” I corrected. “By old movies, I mean stuff like Hitchcock or Katharine Hepburn.”


“Oh yeah!” Aaron said with confirmation. “Well, sometimes they show old movies. I actually like---”


He was leaning closer toward me, like he wanted us to have a private conversation. I liked that. I liked feeling like someone wanted to talk to me because they really wanted to do it, not because of an obligation.


But Aaron turned away. The guy he was talking with before was fiddling around with his gailon, and Aaron laughed accordingly. The way they spoke to each other and the things they said had given me the impression that they were friends for much longer than the first few weeks of that semester. Once again I was discouraged. I felt like an intruder.


Aaron quickly returned his attention to me, but by that point I became convinced that I was nothing more than an obligation. The only reason he was talking to me again was because he forgot about me, and he was sorry about it. He did not care that it was me who had faded away in the distance. He just felt bad, and he’d probably feel better if I talked to him so he could be convinced that everything was A-OK. This was the scenario that I invented for myself in the few or so seconds --- definitely less than a minute --- that Aaron had shifted his attention away from me.


“Yeah, sometimes they show old movies,” Aaron said quickly, remembering my existence.


“Oh, that’s cool,” I said, looking sharp and instantly forgetting about my unspoken accusation. 


Before the conversation could go any further, the rest of the family-style dinner was served, prompting any side conversation to be absorbed by the rest of the group. Aaron contributed to much of the new conversational union. He definitely was the big man among these campus folk. Everyone knew him as Aaron “the filmmaker.” He wasn’t even just an aspiring filmmaker, for in the eyes of all his friends and admirers, he’d already gotten the job. 


Aaron was a pretty good-looking guy, which was an obvious fact that I had to admit to myself. He had a light tan complexion and sported dark, narrow eyes. Wide, strong shoulders augmented his lean build. His personality packed a one-two punch that consisted of his warm smile and a laughter that evoked a startling sense of charm. He stood tall and confident. 

And his touch!

His hands were soft, as if they were perpetually laced with lotion. But his grip was firm. He was a harmonious accord of strength and tenderness. His voice evoked intimacy --- soft and attentive, he reached out only to the ones in his immediate realm of existence. Even when he turned away from me, I somehow knew that he would be back. It was just a matter of time, of patient waiting, the effort of which seemed to be well worth it. Because when he talked to me, I knew that for that little bit of time, I was his world. I was all that mattered. Chase Young was not just a name on a roll sheet or an unfulfilled expectation of her parents. There was value in my existence, and Aaron helped me realize that every time I was with him.

Of course, these were all realizations that came to me in later stages of our relationship. But on that one night at that dingy restaurant, I foresaw my lasting impression of Aaron Sammler. I already knew him as the man I wanted to love.

Chapter Three

Mom did many adult things. She cleaned the house, cooked the meals, and paid the bills. She helped to provide for our tiny family. But when mom got mad, she threw tantrums that were as fierce as the next six-year-old. She banged against the walls, slammed doors, stomped on the ground, and threw a glare that could break a person’s will. I was naturally afraid of mom when she was mad; that is, until my early teens. By then, arguing with her was like arguing with my sister. Although I was an only child and thus had no experience with siblings, many of the clashes I had with mom were probably as close to the experience as I was ever going to get.

The last all-out battle we had took place in my junior year of high school. In those days, I’d given mom plenty of reasons to be angry. But there was one day in particular when she had reason to be furious.

I was locked inside my room. Outside, the driving instructor impatiently awaited my exit. Mom had already spent a good ten minutes trying to force me out of my room. She repeatedly hammered against my door, but she could not bring herself to kick it open. She didn’t need to do anything to the door. Her threats and insults managed to beat me from afar. Though I tried to find shelter between pillows, nothing could filter out the sound of her rage. Between my pillows, and even when I took shelter in the closet, I could still hear her shrieking.

“What the hell is wrong with you? 

“Are you fucking crazy? 

“Is there something wrong with your head?”

Her words cut into my heart, yet I found myself not taking her quite so seriously. Maybe it was because of her diminutive stature. I’d grown up to be all of five feet and four inches. Mom was only a few inches tinier, and when I was younger she was never that much taller. Her height also made her tantrums that much more entertaining as I got older. Moreover, in the fifteen or so years that we’d lived in the United States, she never managed to completely shed her Filipino accent. As a result, there was something a bit off-kilter about the way she said “fucking,” and that made me laugh in the same moment I was terrified of living.

I could not go downstairs and meet the instructor because there was something about driving that brought terror to my soul. Mom assured me that all I needed was practice, as if my problem was something as mundane as a fear of the steering wheel. With all my might and desperation, I used to hope that it was something as simple as that. But every time I was on the road, all I wanted to do was retreat to the innermost parts of my psyche. Unfortunately, that’s not the sort of thing you can do at the steering wheel. And if that did happen to me, I would more than likely get into a horrible accident which would leave me without much of a psyche to retreat to. 

My instructor was a crusty old black guy who was perpetually injured. He always had a cast over some random limb, which always made me wonder whether or not he himself was such a great driver. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” he once snapped.

I was getting asked that a lot.

During my first practice run, it had been an arduous journey just for me to get into the car. I stood outside the driver side, nervously breathing and looking like “he’s going to implode on himself,” the blonde girl who was riding with us said in a smarmy tone. I wondered if she knew what “implode” even meant.

The car cast a dark shadow on me, and the shadow took physical form. It seized my lungs, which labored my breathing. It tightened my muscles and pained my bones, freezing me in my tracks. I tried to close my eyes and relax, but a command from my brain was ordering everything inside of me to shut down. I knew that the command could not be something normal people have. Normal people wanted to drive at my age. Normal people saw a car as the first step to freedom and independence, not psychological collapse.

Life did not improve once I was finally inside the car. No matter how many times I tried, there was always some step I was forgetting to take before I could even think about putting the keys into the ignition. Tilting the mirror, adjusting my seat, double-checking the rear; these were incessant reminders that rattled my nerves partially because of the way they were given to me.

Mr. Harley had tiny slits for eyes, and his beady little pupils always seemed to be fixated on me, ready to prove my incompetence. This was despite the fact that I had miraculously made it onto the road.

“Hello!” he cried.

“What?” I snapped impatiently. There was a moment when I wondered whether or not I should have simply hurled him through the windshield. I honestly could not see what I was doing wrong. It was all I could do to maintain a steady heart rate for myself as I stayed in a single lane.

“You’re doing thirty!” Mr. Harley said. “This is the damned beltway and you’re doing thirty?”

My heart raced from the fury building up inside of me because of that disgusting little creep.

“You want me to do more than thirty, Donald?” I boldly proclaimed. “Then I’ll do more than thirty!”

For a few breathtaking moments, life whizzed by in an exciting blur. Fortunately, the car was specially built for driver education, and there was a handy passenger-side break for the instructor to use in case a situation got sticky. Donald Harley, a self-described driving instructor for over fifteen years, pressed his foot hard against the pedal and barked for me to pull over. By the time I was back in the passenger seat and he was giving me an expletive-laden lecture, I was too satisfied with myself to listen.

“That’s how people in Los Angeles drive,” the blonde later told me.

*
*
*


Still sequestered in my bedroom, I quietly emerged from the closet and managed to peak out the window just as Mr. Harley drove off in that pathetic little blue car. I hoped I would never have to see it again. But my relief was short-lived. With my eyes still fresh with tears, I felt a sudden pain come over me, worse than the attack of anxiety I survived during my first lesson.


It was as if all my joints were fusing together and I was being crushed against the ground by the fat hands of an oppressive tormentor. I shut my eyes tightly but more tears seeped through. I whimpered softly, a sound that I made as if I was suffering a great death and I wanted to mute my last moments of existence as much as I could.


I collapsed to my knees and shot my hands into the air, as if I hoped to attack the unrelenting God who was allowing me to suffer so much. Instead my hands smacked against a wall. God had blocked me. He said to me, “You’re not important enough. Your suffering is not suffering at all, so why should I care? You are alone.”


I leaned my body against that cold hard wall that, on a normal day, did not seem so impersonal with it’s huge posters of movies like Sliding Doors and Star Trek: First Contact. Yet there I was, attaching yet another aspect of my personality to the wall. I sobbed and wailed, pulling together the resources of darkness from a madness that’s genesis I knew nothing about. An outsider might have the immediate frustration of, “Why can’t he drive?” But my lifelong concern was a question of perpetual torment: Why can’t I live?


I cocked my head back, my face drenched with the saltiness of my despair. I opened my eyes and all I felt was the stinging of my tears against my cornea, my lens, and all those delicate parts of the eyes that I could feel were wasting away. I knew what my soul looked like and I wanted to raise it to God in its entire filthy, hideous wrath. I yearned to escape my body and rise into the heavens as an incorporeal being. There would be no flesh to frame me. Only raw emotion would give me shape. I wanted God to see beyond this thick, despicable exterior. Then I wanted to be absorbed into the rest of the world, to flood the bodies of my parents and Donald Harley and everyone else who could not or did not want to understand why I was dying inside. I wanted to surround them, to secrete through their pores and fill their eyes with the dark realization that was my life. Words and explanations had failed to convince them. This was the only way.


But as I stared at the space above me, I saw no God. I felt nothing depart from my body except more tears. All I saw was the blinding whiteness of the ceiling, another barrier from the Almighty and Forgiving Creator. The wealthy shelter themselves from poverty by erecting towering cement walls and thick metal gates. God had ceilings and walls.


My irregular posture was beginning to exhaust me, and I landed against my back. My head was tilted back in such a manner that I had an upside-down view of my door. Underneath the door I saw a shadow, a figure scampering away.


“Mom?” I said in a crackle, my throat too strained to utter anything coherent.


I rapidly blinked my eyes as if I could switch between realities at will, hoping that I would land in happier times. Standing up was a struggle. An invisible attacker had knocked the wind out of me. The moments whizzed by as I grabbed onto furniture trying to find my balance. Suddenly I was standing again. The concept was foreign, almost refreshing. In various postures of defeat, I would sit on my knees or lay against my back. It was easy to stay that way, to surrender to the ground. Standing up took effort and I somehow willed myself to do it. Did I realize that I had no choice? That I had to get up eventually? I don’t know. The depressive mood had always been like that for me. It always came and went, lifting unexpectedly. I was still sad, still reeling from the nearly insane confrontation with mom and Mr. Harley. But after the intense rush of all those feelings, I felt purged, like I’d been cleansed. There was a dead calm inside of me, and I used that to leave my room.


I opened the door and made a right turn. My recollection of this particular moment is exact because my movements had been exact. From the moment I was back on my feet again, each step I took was careful and deliberate. My arms hung steadily against my sides, and my hands had curled into fists. My eyes were fixated on the path ahead of me, and there was only one direction that I wanted to walk. I became a living zombie, a robot with ghosts of emotions past. I knew I had a task and how it was going to be completed.


As soon as I made my right turn, I was standing at the top of the stairway. I stared at the twelve or so steps it took to get to the second level of our three-story house. Then I summoned her.


“Mom,” I called, my voice louder and more confident.


I heard her angry footsteps hurriedly come up the hallway. Then she positioned herself at the bottom of the stairs, her hands pressed against her hips and her dark eyes brimming with rage. She spat more cuss words at me, this time more foul and in Tagalog instead of English. I retreated back to my room, but I heard her make her ascent after me. In quick, easy movements, I picked up the pace and grabbed my desk chair. By the time I returned to the top of the stairs, mom had already made it to the sixth step. As I held the wooden chair in my arms, I saw her rage melt into bewilderment.


“Move back,” I said simply.


“What are you---” she gasped.


“Move!”

Her eyes widened with astonishment at my unbridled disrespect, but she said nothing. She turned away from me and retreated into the hallway. She tried to peer at me from behind the banister, but she leaped back as she cried, “What the fuck are you doing?”


I raised the chair and, using the last of my energy reserves, I hurled it down the stairs and sent it crashing against a wall. The wood made a deep, hollow smashing sound as it collapsed to pieces.


I took a deep breath. Once again, I felt cleansed.


I turned to my right and made an immediate left turn back into my room. Sniffing the dripping mucous back into my nose, I quietly closed the door, making sure I heard it snap shut. I turned the lock, then slammed myself on top of the bed, making sure my head landed comfortably on a stack of pillows. Sleep arrived eventually.

Chapter Four

Aaron and I had lunch at the Rain Tree, a small café-style restaurant in the San Francisco suburb of West Portal. He was sitting with his back turned towards the entrance so the daylight came through in such a way that seemed to illuminate him. I tried to focus on my food but Aaron was too much of a draw.

“I was closer to my mom than my dad,” he said, answering one of my first questions in our conversation.

I noticed something methodical about the way he would scoop up the contents of his crepe. Bit by bit, he took in each vegetable and strip of meat. Each amount he scooped up did not overflow the area of his fork, but instead covered it just enough so you could no longer see the top of the metal. 

“My dad was a good guy,” Aaron said. “He still is. He was just very…”

He trailed off in thought, then concluded with, “Demanding. He was very demanding.”

I briefly thought about my own parents, mom in particular, and that one day I tried to throw a chair at her. I had made sure that she wasn’t standing in the spot where I actually wanted to throw it, but I directed my aim in her vicinity. I’m guessing that I had wanted to vent my anger at her through some other way besides yelling or crying, but the memory of that day was fleeting. Sitting with Aaron over lunch, nearly two years after the fact, that day had become nothing more than a subtle breeze that came and went. It was an unwanted reminder of a time in my life that I was glad to have survived.

“What about you?” Aaron said. “Are you close to your parents?”

I wanted to answer his question with another question. I wanted to know how many years he’d been gelling his hair so that it was a mixture of bushy spikiness. By the day of that lunch, we’d already known each other for a little over a semester. His hairstyle had been the same that whole time --- gelled and jet-black. He looked good that way. But I did not ask the question because it was so random, nor did I want to give him any embarrassing impressions of myself.

“Sometimes,” I answered him, trying to forget the chair-throwing incident. “Sometimes we’re close.”

“It must be hard being an only child.”

His eyes. God, he had gorgeous eyes.

I shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if my parents wished that they had a boy instead, or had given me a brother.”

“Why did they name you Chase?” 

He smiled, as if he had to convince me that his question was one of curiosity, not rudeness. I would have known his intention even if he hadn’t smiled. I would have taken anything from him at face value.

My name was the one thing in life that never disappointed or discouraged me. Chase Young was unique, and growing up I drew a great deal of power from having a name that was different from all the Sarah’s and Jennifer’s and Allison’s that crossed my path. Those bitches were nothing compared to the class act that a name like Chase Young encompassed. 

The story of my name went something like this. Dad wanted to name me Charles if I had been a boy or Charlene for a girl. He was fascinated with the royalty behind the name. After all, if Charlemange could be a great figure of history, why couldn’t a child of Jesse Young be a great figure of the present and future? Unfortunately, mom was not as impressed with dad’s choice. For starters, she thought Charlene sounded too slutty. (It had in fact been the name of a prominent star of bomba, or Filipino porn.) As for Charles, she thought the name sounded much too proper.

“A doctor should have a friendly-sounding name, like David or Jonathan,” she reasoned, after having apparently already laid out my life. “That way, his patients and colleagues can call him Davy or Johnny for short.”

“Well, you can call him Chucky,” dad countered, but mom’s face wrinkled with doubt.

“Besides,” dad went on, “they’ll probably just call him ‘Doctor’ most of the time.”

“Well, he’ll be a friendly doctor,” mom insisted. “He’ll be a pediatrician. The children can call him Doctor Davy. Wouldn’t that sound so adorable?”

I was eleven years old when my parents had lapsed into this moment of nostalgia about my name. As they rehashed the barbs that they’d traded with each other when mom was still pregnant with me, all I wanted to do was go back to watching “The Flintstones.”

Dad had tried to suggest other names like Timothy or Robert, the latter of which could be shortened into the dreaded “Bob.”

“Those all sounded much too western,” mom recalled.

So what did you expect from marrying a white man? I miserably thought as I lamented missing Wilma kicking Fred out of the house.

“So I suggested Juan for a boy and Juanita for a girl,” mom went on.

How original, I said to myself, although dad was smart enough to actually speak my thought out loud.

The final decision for my name had come after a tumultuous week involving chickens. That week, the chickens were particularly active, presumably because they had all gone through a mass mating with one another and all the hens were laying eggs one after the other. Such was the kind of life that could only be lived in a provincial Filipino house. It seemed that each time mom felt me kick, a flock of chickens would race into the house. Before they could “spread their poo-poo everywhere,” she had to chase them out. This happened every day for a week because, my mom alleged, of my womb gymnastics. 

“Your daddy wanted to name you Chicken Chaser. And I said to him, ‘She’s not Injun’!” mom said, apparently expressing some knowledge of American history.

“I thought Chase was good because we could use it for a boy or a girl,” dad explained.

“I liked it because everyone thought that we were naming you after the game,” mom added, explaining that with a Filipino accent “Chase” sounded more like “Chess.”

“People already knew you were smart before you were even born!” she said proudly.

Just as I had hoped, Aaron was laughing at my story. What made me feel so great was how he’d actually stopped eating his crepe just to laugh.

At my story.

He was laughing at my story!

“So basically, you were named because of chickens and because your name sounds smart only after people say it wrong?” he said through chuckles. He scooped up some more of his crepe. As he chewed, he said, “That’s so cool.”

I overlooked the fact that he was talking with a full mouth. That only seemed to add to his distinction.

“Your folks sound like interesting people,” Aaron said.

My head was immediately filled with visions of grandeur as I imagined all the different ways I could introduce him to my parents.

“Mom, dad, this is my boyfriend.”

“Mommy, daddy, here he is: my fiancé.”

“You guys, this is the father of my babies. All five of them.”

“Yeah well, they’re not so bad,” I said out loud. “We have the kind of relationship that works better when I’m not actually living with them.”

The truth was that there was indeed a time when I had a fabulous relationship with my parents, right up until the teen years when the hormones kicked in. It wasn’t until I was about thirteen years old that the arguments became louder, meaner, and more frequent. Yet whenever I looked back on those early years, I often wondered if it was adolescence alone that had made me so damned angsty all the time. There were moments when I fought with mom and dad that I swear felt uncommonly painful. I did not want to hurt them, but somehow I believed that I had been hurt more, and that whatever I did to them could be no worse than how I was feeling.

Only in my college years did I start to regret putting my parents through hell, even though I still liked to believe that some of the blame did rest with them. Some of the guilt developed with age. The more days I put behind me, the more I started to see my parents as real people, people who gave me life and provided for me, instead of the scapegoats I convinced myself that they were. It was easier to see them as caricatures because that way I did not have to absorb the guilt of the torment we put each other through. I put them at enough of a distance where they were still my parents but I didn’t have to deal with them being my parents. I wanted to delay, to the last possible moment, the chance for all of us to come to terms. And even in these present days I tried not to think about pursuing a deeper relationship with them. My fear was that, the more I opened up to them, the more vulnerable I would be to their old ways. Yes, I was afraid of old times resurfacing, which was why I was so confident about leaving it all in the past.

But little by little it became harder for me to keep denying. In my Christian fellowship, I had met so many people who had such great relationships with their parents. These people would regale each other with stories that were filled with all sorts of wonderful memories. Some people even referred to their parents as their best friends. I for one was light years away from bestowing such a dubious title on my parents. The very thought made my insides curdle. I loved my parents and I always will. I would like to make amends with them one of these days, to pay them back for surviving the hassle of my life. But I long ago accepted that sometimes you just end up becoming the old dog that can’t learn new tricks, even when you’re nineteen.

Chapter Five


San Franciscans had the occasion to be spoiled. There was no doubting their sincerity, and perhaps to classify them as some of the world’s friendliest people would not be so much of a stretch in some cases. But they were spoiled, and you could gauge this based on their appreciation of the Municipal Railway, or MUNI for short, San Francisco’s public transit system. MUNI --- in a word --- rocked. Most of the bus and train lines that I’d taken operate on intervals of no longer than fifteen minutes at the most. The coaches sported bright, cheerful reds and cream whites, not like the dull gray of New York’s subway or the dated 70s brown of Washington, DC’s Metro system. Even when lots of people were crammed against one another on a San Francisco coach, there was always a subtle, charming sense of community that convinced these people that it was all right to co-exist with one another. Certainly, there was a vocal minority that exerted meanness to anyone with two legs, but those types never compared in number the ones in other cities. 


Where San Franciscans were spoiled was in how they complained about all this when they really should not. MUNI was not perfect, and well, nothing in the world was ever going to be. Even with it’s delays and assorted traffic problems (sometimes a streetcar got stuck in the tunnel for a good while, other times the doors would not open for one reason or another), MUNI had always been one of the country’s best public transit systems. The entire city was conveniently accessible by bus or train virtually any time of day. Maybe it was a native’s duty to grow weary of the surroundings that they’ve become accustomed to. I certainly took Washington, DC for granted during all the years I lived there (and, to tell you the truth, Metro was also an excellent transit network). As an East Coast transplant living in San Francisco, I guess I hadn’t yet developed a fine enough love-hate relationship with MUNI.


On the Saturday I had lunch with Aaron, the sun was out in full blast. I had dressed myself in a long-sleeve, expecting the normally cool climate and overcast skies. But just as the city was well known for its fog, every now and then it gave its people a generous reward in the form of a shining sun and reigning blue skies. 


The ‘M’ line of MUNI’s streetcar network seemed to be carrying a light load that day. The natives that usually packed the trains on weekdays disappeared on weekends anyway, and I figured that all the tourists were choosing either to walk the city or soak up the sun at Golden Gate or Dolores parks. It could not have been a more perfect day.


Ironically, we stayed indoors most of the time. I took full advantage of Aaron’s zest for movies and I asked him to accompany me to a film that was playing at the Embarcadero Center Cinema. That movie theater only ran independent and arthouse films, and what I wanted to see was a new movie about Jackson Pollock. I had never been much of an art fan --- my love affair was with the written word --- but paintings and other forms of visual art had always been a passing interest for me. Like watching Psycho, I just wanted to feel smart, to enlighten myself in whatever tiny way I could. In any case, I figured that any movie starring Ed Harris couldn’t be so bad. Thank goodness Aaron happened to like him too.

*
*
*


I grew up in relative silence. As an only child, I had no siblings to socialize with. As a gawky, nerdy only child with thick eyeglasses and a pudgy build to boot, I did not have very many friends either. Sometimes I wonder what my fate would have been had mom raised me in Baby Gap clothing.


What I didn’t have in conversation I made up for in writing. Mom and dad worked overtime trying to make a comfortable life for us here in the States. I guess you could say that mom had a kind of “immigrant mentality” that made her want to work hard so she could feel secure about being in a country that could give her lots of nice things. Dad was also a hard worker, a trait most likely carried over from the time he served in the Navy. In fact, even now they continue to hold down rigorous jobs, even though I have often persuaded them to look into retirement. 


In their absence, mom made sure that I did well in school. A good education was supposed to fill a void that they had no chance in making. When school was not in session, I found that my zest for writing carried over from the classroom and into my social life, which I did not have. Fortunately, mom never pressed me about making friends. Far from being a “soccer mom,” she thought that extracurricular activities would distract me from education, so she actually approved of me not having any. Not content to simply bum around in front of the TV --- although that certainly was a job that I could easily live with --- I wanted to create my own TV shows too. I wanted to have my own make-believe worlds. In place of friends and extracurriculars, mom bought me notebooks --- those black and white composition books that were meant for school but I instead used during my personal time. I wrote, well, everything.


One day back in 1991, mom became tired of watching all the endless reports about the Gulf War. Besides, it hadn’t been something she wanted to think about often since dad was over there too.


“Where’s the TV Guide?” she asked. “It’s always this war on TV. There’s nothing else to watch.”


So I have her the TV Guide. I gave her mine.


“What’s this?” she asked blankly.


Her face twisted with amusement as she flipped through an entire composition book that I had turned into a TV Guide. Having never been much of an artist, the photos on the cover and the inside articles were merely stick figures that had unusually large heads. But my TV Guide was a near-replica of the real thing. I made up my own articles and drew up programming grids for every day of the week. In the articles, I announced the premieres of my own TV shows, which included several new “Star Trek” spin-offs and even an extended run of “Sisters.” Yes, my TV Guide was exactly the same as the real thing --- except, of course, that all of this was written with a pencil in a child’s handwriting.


Mom disappointed me with her reaction. She flipped to the second and third pages, then she returned it to me and laughed softly. She hadn’t bothered to read the articles or consult the grids. She could have at least humored me.


“That’s nice, anak,” she said.


My disappointment was alleviated when she said anak, which meant CHILD in Tagalog, and was used as a term of endearment. When she called me anak in the soft, tender voice that I trusted so much, I knew she was taking me seriously even when she didn’t give my TV Guide the same consideration.


Silence was all I had while dad was away in the Persian Gulf and mom worked around-the-clock. Silence was what remained when dad returned from the war, retired from the Navy, and found a job that kept him working around-the-clock too. Oftentimes when I was by myself, I turned off the TV and just sat at the coffee table in our living room so I could scribble away in my notebook. 

Eventually, I realized that the silence was always just a period of waiting. When I was there in the living room by myself writing away my childhood, I was waiting for mom and dad to come home, waiting for dinner to be served, waiting to be reminded of homework, waiting for company. Although I liked the solemnity, deep down I longed for companionship. My childlike captivation with writing blinded me from acknowledging loneliness, but it was there in it’s own subtle way. The loneliness was apparent in moments when I enthusiastically tried to show mom my TV Guides, or whatever new writings I had come up with, as if I felt like I had to prove that I was alive.


“Mommy, look!” I would cry proudly. “Daddy, I made this!”


The approval of others was paramount to me because it was one of the few constant companions that never disappointed me by leaving or making fun of me. My accomplishment of something, be it schoolwork or writing, became all I needed to replace the inherent emptiness in my life.


Being a latchkey kid was a cinch for me. My parents somehow got it into their heads that I had no need for a caretaker, so they drilled into me the steps that I needed to follow after each school day: get off the bus, walk straight home, use the gold key to unlock the door, and then get inside and lock the door knob and the deadbolt. For meals, mom usually left behind a sandwich or a frozen dinner that she had already warmed up. Watching TV provided me comfort in silence, but I would eventually just turn it off and dig into one of my notebooks. Then I would sit at the coffee table and write for what, to me, seemed like hours on end. The movement of my hand as it held a pencil sweeping over pages and pages of lined paper was a comforting respite from the fact that I was very much alone.

*
*
*


Aaron said nothing after the movie ended. I was anxious about his opinion of the movie, which I liked very much. At the same time, just being with him was enough of a gift to me.


“Lucy doesn’t say anything after she watches a movie she really likes,” Aaron said. “I guess I do the same thing.”


Lucy Chen was someone in the fellowship that everyone generally agreed was radiantly pretty. Her figure was svelte, and she had a creamy complexion that gave her skin a smooth glow. Lucy could always be counted on to have a smile on her face. In fact, if she didn’t have one, everyone automatically wanted to ask if anything was wrong. In good Christian spirit, Lucy wanted to be encouraging to others, to be a positive influence. She was also sought after by most of the single guys in the fellowship, including Aaron.


“So what else happened?” I asked him.


I pressed him for details about the Friday night she came to his apartment, a subject that Aaron had brought up as we left the theater.


We headed down an escalator and onward to the ground level of the Embarcadero Center. Then we made our way back to Market Street.


“We watched the movie, then we were supposed to go out to a comedy club,” Aaron said. “But we’re both so freakin’ tired, so we just stayed home and chilled.”


I actually did not mind that he was trying to date Lucy. She was a pleasant and sophisticated woman. In fact, during the whole day Aaron and I spent together, I tried to set aside any attraction for him and convinced myself to see him as just a friend, a very good friend. There was so much for me to like about him, and I knew that I could keep him around much longer as a friend than I could in a dating relationship. This was how much respect I had for Aaron, and I did not want him to lose any respect for me. Besides, I was already convinced that there wasn’t a chance in hell that he would see me as anything more than a friend. I was not about to go down a road that I knew would only lead to disappointment on my part.


It wasn’t exactly my physical appearance that I had no confidence about. My hesitation for romance stemmed from a hesitation over whether or not I could show Aaron who I really was. Despite an ignorance of certain common social graces caused by years of living as a sheltered only child, I knew that I had what it took to be Aaron’s girl. My plan was to gradually reveal my inner spirit, to release the part of myself that would not come out when I wanted it to on Chair Throwing Day. If he could feel the depth of my emotions and understood my passion, then maybe he could see beyond this frumpy exterior and inward to my soul. For that to happen, I first at least needed to be his friend. And I wanted to make any kind of connection with him, friendship being the simplest connection to make. Hopefully, through friendship, I could show Aaron that I was a person worth loving.


Like MUNI, traffic on Market Street was unusually light. Vehicles flowed to-and-fro without congestion, and even the sidewalks were virtually clear. For one day, Aaron and I had the city to ourselves.


We walked side by side, and I liked being next to him. He exuberated a protection that I was drawn to. A slight, cool breeze emerged to balance out the sun’s warmth, and I only wanted to be closer to him. I wanted to explore the mysterious depths of his dark eyes and to surround myself with the security of his deep, soothing voice. I wanted to hold his hands, to gaze at his face and communicate love. Aaron was my partner at the coffee table, and he did not have a clue, not a single clue.


“So what do you want to do?” Aaron said.


My heart skipped a beat as I was caught off guard by an irritated tone that briefly rippled through his question. Then I checked my watch and realized, to my horror, that we’d been walking for nearly fifteen minutes and I had not said a word. I had spent all that time piecing Aaron into different parts of my life, musing about his significance.


“Dinner,” I said off the top of my head.


“You read my mind,” Aaron said with a smile, and my heart melted.

*
*
*


I was always asleep.


Even when my eyes were open and I could see everything around me, even when I was awake, I felt as if a part of me were being held prisoner. Events would happen or people said things to me and I sometimes did not process them all. They would go right through me as if they had never happened. It would take a catastrophic effort for my body and soul to fuse together and give consideration to certain temporal things. Looking at Aaron was just that kind of catastrophe, the earth-shattering event I needed to jump-start myself from a living coma.


We had dinner at a downtown sports bar. I’d been to that sports bar once before and was pleasantly satisfied by the burger I ordered. This had been sometime in the middle of basketball season when the Lakers were on a winning streak. Dad had raised me on the merits of Magic Johnson, so the Lakers were practically in my blood. 

Aaron was a big Laker fan too, I found out, which may have had just a little bit to do with the fact that he was actually raised in Southern California. He had migrated to San Francisco for college, but his home was in the Los Angeles suburbs. In many ways, his southern Californian upbringing was apparent. He spoke with a tinge --- a very slight accent --- that I could only think of as being surfer boyish.  His hair was always gelled, and to tell you the truth, he seemed a lot less sophisticated than most San Franciscans. There was a fun-in-the-sun simplicity about him that could only come from SoCal. Also, he was not too fond of the fog and cold, which to me was a sign of someone who either was not a San Francisco native, or never liked San Francisco to begin with. I had to admit that my romanticism of the city might have somewhat biased my judgement of Aaron. But from the most obvious and important observations, Aaron Sammler was not of this city.


We sat in the restaurant section of the sports bar, with its spread of round dining tables and booths laid out against the backdrop of several gigantic video screens. There were no games being shown that evening. Every major sport that was important enough to merit television broadcast seemed to be between seasons. Appropriately enough, the onscreen broadcast of “SportsCenter” and replays of older games were all muted, and various alterna-rock tracks were playing overhead to fill the void. There were a few couples populating the booths, some singles at the bar, but Aaron and I were the only ones sitting at any of the tables.


Double patty melt with bacon, potato wedges, cola --- we both got the special of the day.


“How did your parents meet?” I asked after we said grace and met each other’s gaze. I was curious about Aaron’s last name, which did not match his vaguely Asian appearance. I knew he had to be of mixed descent, but of course I wanted him to tell me for himself.


“My dad is from Boston, and he met my mom while he was doing business overseas in South Korea,” Aaron explained.


Aha! I thought.


“Oh,” I said out loud, nodding. “What kind of business was he in?”


“Semi-conductors, circuit boards --- you know, computer stuff. South Korea was in the middle of a huge technological…”


And as he rattled on, I became enamored with the history of how two people came together to create such a beautiful human being.

*
*
*


At five feet and six inches, Ben Sammler was not as tall and dashing as he wished. Growing up, his height had been a subject of playful teasing by many of his friends. But it was always Ben who was the hardest on himself. Still, he had a lean and agile body frame that handsomely supported a variety of dress shirts and slacks that he often liked to wear. Women were fond of running their fingers through his fine, sandy-brown hair. They also admired his skin for it’s soft, liquidly texture, and for this they particularly enjoyed holding his hands. In his college years, these had been his primary selling points to women, and those points worked just as well as his professional life. After twenty-five years, he was already a top acquisitions officer for Worldwide Electronics, a company that provided parts to the likes of IBM and Commodore. But while a sterling professional career balanced well with his physical attributes, there was still the matter of settling down.

Throughout college, Ben had been dubbed “Score ‘Em Ben,” a nickname he justly deserved since practically every week was reason for a new date. The girls he saw were all the same --- ambitious waifs who spent the best weekdays of their lives flipping through book after book. Consequently, the weekend was their only time to let loose, and on Saturdays many of the girls could be counted on to literally let their hair down. Ben Sammler was fair game for this treasure trove of sexuality. Although he always felt his stature working against him, he brilliantly worked his way through dozens of girls who fell for his soft touch and confident, soothing voice.


After the University of Massachusetts at Boston gave him up to Worldwide Electronics, Score ‘Em Ben soon only had time for one girl a month, two if he was lucky (or particularly horny). As the pressures mounted from his time-consuming job, Score ‘Em Ben’s youthful antics gradually became more subdued. Old college buddies drifted away to other parts of the world, and some even found solace in the world of matrimony. After years of youthful freedom, Ben felt life settling down, and he did not mind. He didn’t mind a life filled with mundane routines like reading his newspaper in the morning or rooting for the Celtics on the weekends. Life as an adult was beginning to agree with him, except for one minor detail.


Jeju Island was South Korea’s Hawaiian paradise. The surrounding ocean water was an endless ribbon of glistening turquoise. The air, continuously permeated with the scent of the sea, was a rejuvenating passage of gentle respite. Jeju’s coastal borders provided the kind of paradise that tourists were looking for, but a slower, more provincial way of life existed deeper into the island. This was apparent in the village of Mok ri, or as Ben’s clumsy American pronunciation put it, Moh Kree.


The pebbly surface beneath him slowly burned Ben’s shoes as he stood in front of a thatched abode. The sun was finally taking an oppressive toll on his black suit, and Ben was ready to do a complete about-face back to Seoul if the sekan-jip he discovered did not belong to the man he was supposed to find.


With briefcase in tow and his shoes crackling beneath him, Ben crept to the front entrance. He swayed from side to side, peering into the windowless square openings. He was so absorbed with his search and the burning heat being absorbed into his suit that he never caught notice of the pale woman trailing behind him.


Eun-bi Yi was a sharp woman, sharp enough that her brothers allowed her to accompany her on their daily fishing trips despite her gender. She used this same mental prowess to sneak behind Ben, carefully matching his footsteps, even the way he swayed his free arm. The two quickly became a cartoonish cat-and-mouse duo, with the clever mouse closing in on the doltish cat. 


Ben sensed something was astray, but it was not Eun-bi. The sekan-jip appeared to be deserted. Ben was disappointed because he knew he had followed the company’s directions to the letter. When he arrived at the front entrance, he stuck his head through the passageway and peered about. Alas, the room inside was empty except for a few simple pieces of furniture. His disappointment was tempered by a growing suspicion that there was more than meets the eye to that particular sekan-jip. 


Ben leaned inside to get one more look, then straightened himself and prepared to leave. But when he turned around, he was not at all prepared to stare straight into the eyes of his future, a future that greeted him with a fist smashing against his noise.


“You’re kidding me,” I said in mid-bite.


The double patty melt had suddenly become too much of a burden for me to carry against the entertainment of Aaron’s story.


As I sat the sandwich down, Aaron said, “That’s the way my dad says it happened. He’s not much of a liar.”


Ignoring my patty melt and carelessly nibbling on a potato wedge, I absorbed myself into Aaron’s tale. I was at once swept away by his gaze and the time long ago when his parents first met. I was not as concerned with the authenticity of Aaron’s story as I was with his irresistible smile.


To balance out her intellectual sharpness, Eun-bi had also been blessed with a solid right hook. This earned her a greater respect among her brothers, all of whom had long ago pledged to protect the life of the only living female member of their immediate family.


Benjamin Sammler, wrestling captain in high school and star campus hockey player, lay motionless on provincial Korean soil, the victim of a countrywoman’s assault.


“Who you?” Eun-bi demanded in broken English. At the moment, she could have cared less about which language she spoke, although she knew exactly what the white man would understand.


“I say, ‘who you’, son of bitch?” she added.


Her body was a bony wire, but her appearance was misleadingly weak. Moreover, as she stood over his helpless body, Ben considered her as bad as the next street thug.


“Who you?” Eun-bi shrieked so loudly that her voice warbled.


“Eun-bi!” one of her brothers called.


The woman looked in the distance, then quickly returned her fierce gaze to Ben. Her eyes, which formerly had been tiny dots that bordered on cuteness, stretched with a derangement that knew no bounds.


“You say who you now!” she said. “My brothers come now!”


At this, Ben clumsily leaped to his feet. Unfortunately in the process, his briefcase sprung open and an assorted variety of papers and folders came sprawling all over the ground. As he hunched back down to hurriedly clean up the offending mess, Eun-bi stood aside and placed her hands on her hips. The white man that was crawling on her property was quickly melting her fury into amusement, although she was far from visibly expressing this to him.


“You American,” she said after some time.


Ben nodded, staring helplessly at her as he lay against his knees, exhausted with nervousness.


“I’m looking for Mister Yi,” he said, enunciating each word with needless emphasis.


Eun-bi picked up that the white man must have thought she was stupid, so she slammed his briefcase shut with a single stomp of her foot. The bad news was that Ben’s hand was already in the briefcase as he tried to return some of his papers.


“What the fuck!” Ben howled in agony.


Eun-bi’s eyes widened. “‘What the fuck’?! You say ‘what the fuck’ when you come on my property so sudden?”


“I’m sorry,” Ben stammered as he tried to slide his hand out. Eun-bi caught sight of this and slammed her foot against the briefcase once again.


“Jesus Christ!” Ben cried. “If you just let me explain---”


Unfortunately, before he could say anything else, several large bodies converged to form a single dark shadow that loomed over him. As the color drained from his face, Ben found himself confronting six rather large, rather muscular Korean men. These were definitely not the Japanese guys in suits, scampering away from a gigantic lizard, that he stereotyped Asians to be. The pain in his hand numbed as fear spread to the rest of his body.


“Now listen boys,” he stammered. “I’m sure some good old-fashioned diplomacy might---”


He shut his mouth when one of Eun-bi’s brothers took several steps towards him.


“Mister Sammler?” the man said, his voice baritone and imposing.


Ben nodded meekly. 


Suddenly, in a move that nearly deflated every feeling from Ben’s body, the man smiled.


“Hello, Mister Sammler,” he greeted. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you.”


He introduced himself as Don, then proceeded to free Ben’s hand from the briefcase, gingerly pulling Eun-bi aside.


“I am sorry for the misunderstanding,” Don said. “You must forgive Elaine. She is somewhat of a xenophobic.”


“A xenophobic!” Ben cried with relief. He was relieved because he no longer felt like an outsider. He felt relieve over standing next to a Korean who knew enough English that he could use the word XENOPHOBIC in a sentence.


He reached for Don’s hand when he quickly realized that he was making the gesture with the hand that Elaine had trapped. Quickly switching, Ben said, “It’s all right. I imagine this sort of thing happens all the time.”


Ben and Don shared a chuckle, but Don quickly said, “No, it does not.”


Ben’s face drained into blankness. Don chuckled again and, gradually, Ben started to lighten up too. Meanwhile, Don was pleased that he knew enough about fickle American intricacies to manipulate Ben’s mood.


“So,” Ben said quietly, leaning closer to Don, “does Elaine speak English as well?”


“Actually,” Elaine said, “I’m the one who taught Don.”


“Right. Of course,” Ben sighed.

Aaron had managed to efficiently scarf down his entire meal, but portions of mine were relegated to a doggy bag.


“So did your dad ever find Mr. Yi?” I said.


“No, because Mr. Yi was actually their father, and he’d died a few days after my dad set up the meeting with him. Uncle Don said that was another reason my mom socked my dad, because she was moody about my grandfather dying.”


“From the way you described them, your mom’s family sounded…”


How could I put this?


“Poor?” Aaron said. “Yeah, they were.”


“So why did your dad go all the way out there?”


The waiter placed the bill on the table. When I went to reach for it, Aaron snatched it away from me.


“I got this one,” he said, and my immune system once again succumbed to the infection of his charm.


“Thank you,” I said. It was only seconds later when I realized how tender my voice sounded, way too tender.


Aaron skimmed the bill and retrieved his wallet.


“It turned out that my grandfather came up with a design pattern for a microchip that could process data like, a hundred times faster than the norm back then. He wasn’t much of a traveler, so he made Worldwide Electronics come to him. He got a lot of money for his design, and he put it into a trust fund. As soon as he keeled over, my mom’s family got the hell out of Mok ri.”


I smiled. “And your dad married your mom.”


“After a few punches, they got to like each other a lot, I guess.”


I leaned forward, massaging the side of my neck. “I’m curious. The money didn’t have anything to do…”


Aaron leaned closer to me as well.


“Sometimes I wondered about that too,” he confessed. “But I know they really love each other. I’ve seen them, been around them long enough to know. And even if it really was about the money, then that reason doesn’t seem as important now compared to the way they love each other and the family that they’ve made.”


“Not to mention how they love beating each other up,” he quickly added.


“Stop,” I laughed.


Aaron placed some money on the table. My usual custom during dinners like this was to at least peak at the money to make sure that everything was there. But I did not bother to do that this time. I knew Aaron was good for it, and plus, I was too overcome by his generosity to have any kind of suspicion about him.


We both left the table, and as soon as we were outside I expected us to head straight for the Powell Street MUNI station and onward to home. Instead, we lingered in the front of the sports bar.


“I hope you had fun today,” Aaron said. “It was cool spending time with you.”


“Likewise,” I said. I had to restrain myself from asking for his hand in marriage.


I was readying myself to start walking to the station when, suddenly, I felt Aaron’s arms wrap around me. My guard quickly evaporated and I allowed myself to be absorbed in the security of his embrace.


“Happy birthday,” he said.


In my mind, all I wanted to do was to turn nineteen again and again.

*
*
*


If college life was not generally renowned for its sparkling dorm facilities, then San Francisco State University was infamous for them. I had never set foot in the bathrooms or even tasted the dorm food. I’d only come to visit certain dorm rooms when some of my friends and classmates lived there. Otherwise, my horror stories of dorm life came from other people.


But the majority of people I knew lived off-campus. Because of San Francisco’s exorbitant rental prices, many of them clustered together inside a single apartment. I was lucky enough to only have two housemates in an apartment community that adjoined the university. San Francisco was a beautiful city, but the rent was not. I was paying a little over $600 a month for my ninth floor bedroom. Day after day I was becoming more and more broke. But on the night of my birthday, finances were the farthest thing from my mind.


The apartment was dark when I came home. Neither of my housemates ever slept early, so I knew that I was home alone. I closed the door behind me and switched on a corridor light. I leaned back against the door and smiled with unfettered joy. His crepe, the movie, and the patty melt that he’d handily eaten away; I replayed over and over the events of the world’s best birthday. My happiness extended into forever. It could not end.


Edna St. Vincent Millay once wrote this poem --- “Night falls fast / Today is in the past.” As quickly as the memories brought me joy, I felt suffering begin to temper my soul. Somewhere deep inside of me, I was being commanded not to feel so good. I was not entitled. Happiness was a privilege, not a right, and I had neither rights nor privileges. The memories of that day faded away, rapidly becoming unimportant and irrelevant.


Maybe I should have turned on more lights throughout the apartment to cheer the place up. Maybe I should have called up a friend, drafted someone into helping me fight this terror. But somehow I already knew that I was destined to lose. The cold feeling of despair was meant to haunt me forever. Having accepted this chilling version of reality, the smile on my face devolved into a frown, my face twisting with incredible sorrow. I slinked to the ground and cradled against my legs. I cried tears there were far from any kind of joy.

“Blown from dark hill hither to my door,

Three flakes, then four,

Arrive, then many more.”

Chapter Six


I was usually outside all of the action. Even though I might physically have been a part of something --- vacationing with my parents, watching TV with my friends, sitting in a classroom filled to capacity --- I always felt as if a huge floodlight was shining on everyone else and I was tucked away in the shadows. I was illuminated by a negative light --- brightness for all and a dim existence meant just for me. As I’ve aged into my college years, I have seen that negative light expand to other people. I have discovered that I am not “the only one,” that I am not unique in my suffering. The bad news was that this knowledge was no good whenever the attacks came. I referred to my emotional shifts as attacks because they have been tantamount to an air strike against a city. The people who wander between the buildings they envisioned and built never expected the sky to explode, and neither did I.


Since I hadn’t yet learned to anticipate the attacks, I isolated myself even more than I already was. I grew up with a notebook and writing tool as my brother, sister, confidant, and constant companion. Because of his, I had often considered myself a writer by default. To be under the impression that I was living on the fringes of life put me in a better position to observe and write about it. Even when I re-discovered the Christian faith that I’d been raised with, I still tended to feel very much alone. Whereas I observed life, God observed me, and he seemed to do little else when it came to my depression. Sometimes I considered the depression just another companion, simply because it stayed with me so long after I did everything I could to boot it out.


My faith in itself had been a long and strange trip for me. Being Filipino meant that Catholicism was automatically in my life. Naturally, as a kid, I did not find much use for it.

*
*
*


It had been one of many overcast days. I always seemed to remember just the overcast days, the ones with gray skies and the big fat clouds that caused them.


Dad drove up to a little brick chapel that seemed to be perched on the loneliest plot of land in all of Andrews Air Force Base. The chapel itself sat on a plot of land that had nothing but rolling green grass. Just down the street was the busy Malcolm Grow Medical Center. But if you were to take a picture of just the tiny chapel and it’s immediate surroundings, you would swear that it was on the edge of some lonely country road instead of being inside the mother of all military bases.


Even though it was an overcast day, I remember the temperature being warm enough that I wore shorts and a t-shirt. I remember that I was not fond of the dim lighting inside the chapel. The dimness only made me sleepy. As a result, I did not remember much else from that trip.


We sat at a pew that was second from the very front of the sanctuary. Soon the priest came out and recited his opening ditty, making hand motions of the cross as he went along the way. I sat back down even when we were supposed to be standing up. I found more interest in the books I spied directly in front of me. Unfortunately, the hymnbook was completely boring because of its monotonous typeface and the fact that, even then, the hymns sounded like they were millions of years old. The Bible was no more exciting to me because all the pages had the exact same design, and the text blurred when I tried to read just a few lines. Of course, I tried not to outright pass off The Bible as boring, which was I tried to keep reading even though all I wanted to do was pass out. Even at that early age, I knew that The Bible was of cosmic importance. I’d grown up listening to mom and dad tell me that Jesus was an “important man” because he was God’s son, and they pointed out Bible passages accordingly. At Christmas masses, I absorbed the gravity of Christ’s birth. Gabriel’s appearance to Mary, Joseph and Mary being denied a room at the inn --- such were the intricate details that my psyche absorbed with an incredible profundity. My impressionable mind was effectively molded with the Christian faith. If my writing and, later, depression were constant companions, then my faith was a regular visitor.


The priest was still giving his opening spiel, although dad’s head was bowed down and he was mumbling in prayer. I too bowed my head and recited the Lord’s Prayer, which mom had spent days drilling into me. I said the prayer a few times but I trailed off on the last recitation. Someone had activated the air conditioning system and it was operating at full blast.


“Daddy,” I whispered, tugging at the jacket he wore despite the warmth outside. “It’s cold.”


Dad wrapped the jacket around me, but I converted it to a blanket when I stretched out on the bench and promptly fell asleep. When I awoke, the priest announced, “May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with you. The mass has ended. Go in peace.”


I do not remember what I dreamed during my little nap, or even if there had been enough time to dream at all. But perhaps God had read whatever was going through my mind, because that was my substitute prayer for the service.


When dad went away for the Gulf War, I sort of became a religious fanatic. After mom taught me how to recite the Hail Mary prayer and how to read her tiny novena booklet, I made myself fall to my knees at mom’s prayer altar every afternoon. The altar was really just a wooden nightstand with mom’s figurines of the Virgin Mary and the Crucifix. There was also an oval-shaped painting of Jesus, his lonesome face immortalized into carved wood. I did these afternoon prayers for about a week. On the last day of my prayers, I ended my routine out of laziness and one more unlikely reason.


Mom kept the prayer altar in the guestroom, which was the most Spartan in the house. There was a guest bed but no sheets or pillows, and the walls were a blinding nakedness of white. The liveliest objects in the room were what rested on the prayer altar. There would sometimes be a little bit of sun seeping through the window when I was there, but not much because of the lateness in the day. The room would glow to a hazy, almost angelic effect, and the tiny bit of sunlight bathed a comforting warmth onto my skin. I could have easily fallen asleep but I was too focused on communicating my intentions through stringent prayer recital.


When mom came into the room on that last day of prayer, she too was enveloped in the sun’s hazy glow.


“Daddy’s on the phone,” she said excitedly. “His ship docked but they don’t have long to talk on the phone, so hurry.”


I looked at mom as she said this, but as soon as she finished, I brought a hasty end to my prayer.


“Excuse me, Lord,” I politely whispered as I followed mom and bolted for the kitchen.


“Hi daddy!” I cried as I snatched the receiver and pressed it against my ear.


“Hey Chicken Chaser,” daddy greeted.


“Daddy, I’m not Injun,” I laughed.


In-dee-an, mom mouthed to me, having herself recently learned how to properly say the word.


“Oh I know you’re not,” dad said. “But if you were, I’d say your whole name: Chicken Chaser, Great Mistress of the Farm.”


“Farms are yucky.”


“What are you guys talking about?” mom asked, then promptly tickled me. “‘Farms are yucky’, huh? Why are farms yucky?”


I wondered if my squealing made dad momentarily deaf. Even if it had, I could still imagine the smile on his face all those thousands of miles away.


“I miss you and mommy,” dad went on.


“I miss you too.”


I wormed my way out of mom’s grip and peered out into the hallway and towards the guestroom. On the phone, I said to dad, “But it’s okay because I asked God and Jesus and the Virgin Mary to look after you.”


In those days, my pronunciation of the “r” sound still had a childish slur to it, so Virgin Mary was really Vuhgin Mehwee.


“I know you did,” dad said. “That’s why I feel so safe helping to fight the bad guys. I know that you’ve been asking everyone in heaven to watch out for me.”


“Yes, daddy. All the time.”


“Chicken Chaser, I gotta go,” he said abruptly. “My time’s almost up. But I’ll call again real soon, okay?”


“When are you coming home?” By this point I was pouting.


“Soon, honey. Soon.”


“When the bad guys are gone?”


“When the bad guys are gone,” dad confirmed. “I love you, Chicken Chaser, Mistress of the Farm.”


“I love you too, daddy,” I said with a sullen laugh.


I gave the phone to mom, but I listened in as she said all her I Love You’s and I Miss You’s. When she turned back to me, I could see the deep redness that her eyes had become blanketed with.


“You wanna go for ice cream?” she asked shakily, a strangely crooked smile having formed on her face.


I wanted to cry too. For as much as I was trying to forget my own sadness, I could still feel my mother’s. So I summoned up all the childlike cheeriness I could muster and said, “Chocolate ice cream!”


Tears streamed down mom’s sadly happy face.


“Chocolate ice cream,” she stammered, wrapping me in a tight embrace. “And all the toppings you want.”


Mom told me to go wash up, but I intended to go just as I was. So instead, I used that time to finish the day’s afternoon prayer session, and to also end the routine for good.


At the altar, I knelt down and took a detour from the Hail Mary’s and Our Father’s. 


“Dear God. Dear Jesus, the Son of God. And Dear Virgin Mary. Today is the last day I will pray like this. It is getting too boring. I will still pray to all of you before I sleep, but I will have my own prayer. I hope you understand. If you still love me, please don’t say anything.”


I opened my right eye a notch and was mildly frightened by the sad-faced Jesus staring back at me. Quickly shutting my eye, I said, “Thank you for still loving me. Amen.”


When I got off my knees, mom was standing in the doorway with her purse and a handful of tissues.


“Ready spaghetti?” she asked.


“Yeppers peppers,” I exclaimed.


There had been a certain question lingering in my head all through the week, and I decided to finally ask it as I followed mom down the hallway.


“What’s a virgin?” I said.


Soft and warm. That’s how mom’s butt felt when I ran into it.

*
*
*


I never gave up on my faith, even when depression reared its darkest, meanest head. I suppose it was a stubborn kind of loyalty, to be attached to something only because it was raised with you. I was raised with God, and after everything was said and done, that was better than nothing.


Writing, depression, and faith kept me company all those years. Although I had gained my fair share of friends --- in other words, people who were kind enough to regularly put up with my quirks --- I still inhabited a lonely realm that was exclusively my own. No one was allowed to enter the world that I had created my own rules for. And so, when someone wanted to tap into that world, I was scared. Not even my best friend from high school had seen the parts of myself that were at once sacred and embarrassing. Yet in college, in my nineteenth year of living, I was prepared to make revelations, to open those hidden windows into my soul.


Aaron wanted me to collaborate with him on a movie project. This would require us to spend much more time with one another than I had ever hoped for. In order for us to have an honest collaboration, I would have to open parts of myself that were once private, to give him details about my life that might be necessary to divulge. None of this threatened me in any way. At the time, I was slowly becoming aware of how much I truly wanted Aaron to be my companion.

Chapter Seven


I may have been raised with an artist’s closed-minded sensibilities, but I also developed an independent streak that made me a functioning member of society. Being a latchkey kid meant that I had to figure out how to do certain things on my own, and that meant tinkering, actually using my hands. There were many situations in life that, unfortunately, could not be handled by the dreamy process of writing, much as I wanted them to. In this day and age, kids who were left alone were prone to sex, drugs, and gang violence. With luck, some of them could do those things and still program a VCR, make a balanced meal for one, or work the computer. I must have been extra lucky --- or extra nerdy --- because I altogether avoided those youthful temptations and, by age eleven, had mastered operation of all the basic electronics in our house, as well as some basic cooking. (My greatest achievement was learning how to use the stove without burning myself. One day mom came home and found me eating scrambled eggs. Her expression was classic --- she hadn’t known whether to scold or praise me.)


In my senior year of high school, I held a job with Laura Tissdale, my best friend. Like me, Laura had a frumpy body, complete with occasional rolls of fat that we would joke about every now and then. Her appearance was plain, sometimes purposely so. Her idea of dressing up was to wear a doorag around her hair and throw on khaki pants instead of jeans. We were both nearly alike in most respects, except that Laura was a lot more blunt when it came to expressing herself. That, and the fact that she was black.

We were blessed with working the nightshift at a Starbucks inside Barnes & Noble. The usual evening influx of customers lasted between 4pm and 8pm, and relative calm was what usually followed. In fact, there were times that the café seemed so dead that we resorted to performing menial tasks such as re-arranging the pastries or wiping the counters. Of course, whenever the boss wasn’t around, there was not much need for us to look busy. With satisfied customers sitting at their respective tables contentedly digging into their pastries and reading the written word, Laura and I shared in this communal laziness by resting against the countertops.


“I want a man,” I cooed.


Laura rolled her eyes. “You know that we ain’t never gonna get no man with our fat asses.”


“We are not fat,” I said sharply. “Sheila Barnes is fat.”


“Leave Sheila alone.”


“Why? She did get stuck between the doors when she was getting off the bus. Am I right?”


Laura released a hearty laugh but quickly said, “You are so wrong.”


“You laughed too.”


Thoughtful, restful silence followed. We lay against the counter, our heads resting against our hands. If any customer had tried to lull us out of our daze, we would have responded with an unearthly sluggishness. Our minds had been dulled both by the conclusion of the evening rush and our own fantastical longings.


“So Chase,” Laura said, fiddling with a display of coffee mixes that sat next to the register. “That whole ‘I want a man’ thing. What the hell brought that up?”


Sadly, I was too engrossed in my own world to even acknowledge her presence. That was how fantastical my mind always operated, always prone to daydreaming and wandering. These moments were the only opportunities I had to allow a little piece of me to escape. Beyond the café, beyond the bookstore, and beyond the linear manifestation of life, I was happy. Somewhere I was happy.


Laura had long ago grown accustomed to this. She had stuck by my side through all my tantrums and lapses into melancholia. She had dried my tears, hell, sometimes she blasted them away. Laura was a strange mixture of compassion and brutal honesty. She was my shoulder to cry on. But if that shoulder became too drenched, she gave me the tough love treatment, to which I did not always respond well.


“I know you ain’t crying again!” she’d once scolded me. “What is this, the second time this week? What the hell is going on now?”


I could not give her an answer, at least not one that she wanted. The truth was that I no longer tried to find reasons why I would come to school on some days feeling as if life were over for me, nor did I ever bother to keep track of the frequency of my crying. When my mood shifted, I was stuck in the moment of that shift, confined to its oppressive intensity. I could not see beyond what was essentially a black oil that seeped slowly, painfully through my entire existence. The oil fused my joints together, paralyzed my muscles, and rendered me immobile. My bedroom because both a refuge and prison. Instead of thick metal bars, I would look through silky white curtains, through the window panels, and into a world that had become terrifyingly alien. I was lonely in my prison, and there were times when the oil magically evaporated and I had a desire to rejoin the world. But often when given the choice, my decision was to stay locked up rather than try to join a world I was too terrified to experience. 


In the tenth grade, I was once bed-ridden for almost a week, and I would have stayed in bed on Thursday and Friday if mom had not exposed me.


Thursday was the day she surprised me by staying home from work. The television was tuned to a talk show where the guests were all throwing punches at each other, but I was indifferent to their suffering. My eyes were glued to the screen with such mourning that I did not notice mom’s appearance in the doorway. I smiled, her presence a comforting respite. I was completely unaware that a confrontation would follow.


“You have soup, mommy?” I asked hopefully, expecting my regular bowl of Campbell’s. 


When I finally noticed the scowl on her face, my heart rhythms morphed into sharp blades that tore through my bloodstream, hacking to bits any flesh that got in the way.


Mom pressed her hand against my forehead. This had not been an act of compassion. It was an unspoken interrogation. Her hand was cold. The soul of my mother had fled, replaced by the angry spirit of an authoritarian.


“You’re not hot anymore,” she barked. “I don’t think you were ever really that warm anyway.”


“My---” I stammered. Fear effectively held me hostage. “My stomach was hurting.”


“For three days?” mom said with a raised voice. “Maybe we should take you to the hospital.”


My eyes widened. “No! I’m not that sick!”


“Then you should go to school!”


“But I’m still sick!”


“You just said you weren’t!”


“I am! I AM! I AM!”


Although that tirade had been sudden and draining, it was a proclamation that I felt needed to be made, to be spit out and stabbed into mom’s psyche.


Mom pointed her finger at me, and I was surprised at how much this childhood reprimand affected me even then.


“You be quiet before the neighbors hear you!” she said. “They’ll think you’re a crazy girl. Nothing but a crazy girl!”


“Is that what you think?” I hissed.


We stared. Her eyes were filled with a furious confusion about a mystery that she was powerless to solve. My burst of anger deflated into bottomless remorse.


Mom took a few steps back and eased towards the doorway.


“Get your own soup,” she said coolly. “I’ll leave it on the table. Eat it before it gets cold.”


As soon as she disappeared, I chased after her.


“Mommy, mommy!” I pleaded.


At that point, I was rambling, and perhaps there were one or two things that I should not have said.


“I’m so sorry, mommy. You’re right. I’m not sick anymore. I’ll go back to school tomorrow, I promise. I had a test yesterday so maybe I---”


“You missed a test?” mom cried. “Is that why you stayed home? Because you didn’t study?”


My childlike quest for forgiveness was frozen, draped over by a chilly blankness. I stared at mom and slowly moved away from her.


“No. I was sick,” I murmured. “I was --- I was sick. I---”


But mom waved me off. She walked down the stairs and dismissed me as a spectacular disappointment. I slowly moved ahead in a weakened attempt to follow her, but I only stood there, hovering above the stairs. Who was Chase Young except the ghost of a person that was never meant to be?


“I was sick,” I said, my voice barely a crackle. “I’m sick.”


She didn’t hear me.


I remember crying about this at school, and Laura comforted me. I remember crying many times at school, and Laura comforted me. Then one day she stopped. One day she threw her hands in the air and said to me, “I’m not in the mood for this right now, Chase Young!”


She did not speak to me for days. I tried going up to her, to meet her in the halls, but I could tell she was avoiding me. She would avert her eyes, and once she even covered her face altogether when she saw me. I had finally exhausted her compassion, which she freely gave, even though I knew that she was normally an emotionally detached person, unwilling to deal with the angsty drama of teenage life. More days went by and she finally made contact with me --- through a letter. Laura laid out everything --- every moment I had cried, every moment I was moody, and every moment she was there for me. She then listed all the reasons why she could not take it anymore; that, although there were some good memories between us, being friends with me was simply too draining. I was too needy. I had to achieve independence, she insisted. How was that for ironic? She was lecturing me --- a latchkey kid --- about the merits of independence!


But my irritation had been short-lived. I had no choice but to face the fact that losing one friend was one friend too many. So from that point on, I vowed never again to saddle Laura with my emotional instability, to suppress my angstiness. At the time, the idea that I might have been clinically depressed was far-fetched, even to me. Over and over again, I was told by Laura, my parents, and by TV shows on the WB network that I was just going through the motions. All the craziness in my head was a normal part of growing up, precipitated by hormones. It would soon come to pass. I’d grow out of it.


Laura and I reunited during a chance passing near our lockers in the hallway as students moved between classes. I had been in the process of gradually accepting life without her. But at the same time, the black oil of my soul had once again evaporated. My sinuses, my lungs, and my head were all clear. My joints were at ease, and I felt like I was on top of life again. When Laura saw me for the first time in two weeks, I was confident that she was staring at a new woman --- confident, assured, and none of the things she had accused me of in her letter.


I had closed my locker, and as I walked to class, we locked eyes. We shared a smile.


“Hi,” she said unsurely.


Feeling on top of the world, I spoke with confidence. I spoke as if the last two weeks hadn’t happened.


“Hey girl,” I said cheerily, extending “girl” into one long syllable the way only a female could. “What’s new?”


Laura stared at me, her face frozen with an awkward smile.


“Girl, if you ain’t sayin’ nothin’, then I’mma bounce,” I said, using the best youthful vernacular I could come up with.


Much to my relief, Laura exploded with laugher, and I joined her without hesitation. We walked down the hallway together, and Laura talked about a new exercise regimen her brother had mentioned. This reminded me of an incident from the other week in which Sheila Barnes got stuck in yet another doorway, and I promptly told Laura about it. Unbridled laughter ensued. We walked to class resuming a friendship that had the potential to last forever.

“Chase Young!”


The café spun into reality before my very eyes. I’d been laying against the countertop for so long that I was actually in need of a stretch. I could feel Laura’s quizzical stare, but I ignored it for the pleasure that came from raising my arms into the heavens.


“You are hopeless,” Laura said, shaking her head with pity. She feigned interest in scrubbing the cappuccino machine.


“What? Can’t I daydream for a little bit?” I remarked.


“Girl, how the hell are you gonna daydream at 9:15 in the evening? You straight up used your J-O-B as a bedroom, and that poor countertop was your mattress. Now what would you have done if I wasn’t around to wake you up?”


I folded my arms and smiled widely. “I guess I owe you my life, don’t I?”


Laura walked by me and slapped a dirty hand towel against my ass.


“Damn straight,” she declared.


A man came up and returned a half-eaten plate of cheesecake to us, then Laura volunteered to ring up a pack of breath mints that he wanted.


“Have a good evening,” she said customarily.


She turned to me as I started emptying one of the trashcans. “Still thinking about your dream man?”


“Girl, he’s gonna come one day, you’ll see. He’ll take me away from all this.”


I stretched my arms out wide to encompass the whole café, but of course I was talking about more than just that immediate existence.


“Now you know good and well that there ain’t no man who can take you away from anything,” Laura said pointedly. “You’ve got to save yourself.”


I tied the trash bag in a knot. As I made my way out, I said to her, “You know what, Laura Tissdale? I just might.”

Chapter Eight


I did not want to think of Aaron as my white knight, but at least he was a visitor to my realm.


“You won’t believe what happened today,” I excited told Laura on the phone.


Inside my $600 a month bedroom, I laid comfortably stretched out on a twin bed. Next to the bed was a window that gave me a sweeping view of the university and a good portion of Ingleside. 


I had eagerly awaited Laura’s call. Our phone exchanges had grown considerably less frequent over the course of our first year in college. Now that we were nearing the end of our second semester, we’d both arrived at points in our lives when we did not need to rely on each other as much as we did when everything was new. Laura had chosen to attend school back on the east coast, while it had always been my intention to get as far away from home as possible. Despite this, the shock of being in completely new surroundings was no less severe. During my first few months in San Francisco, I missed everything about home that I grew up despising. I missed high school and all it’s cliques and gossip and immaturity. I even missed my parents, for crying out loud. Indeed, we had experienced much turmoil through my high school years, but at least the turmoil was familiar. I even missed the few good times I had with mom and dad, although those particular memories had long since taken a backseat to the familial strife and misunderstandings that I was more accustomed to. 

With these sorts of longings running through our heads, Laura and I often retreated to phone conversations with each other. Soon, it became apparent that these long distance calls were bringing us ever closer to bankruptcy. Not only that, but I was steadily developing a familiarity with my new surroundings, as Laura was with hers. In time, the phone calls became less frequent, less necessary. Much to our mutual surprise, we were adjusting.

“Chase, you always have drama when you call me,” Laura remarked.

It was true. Every time I called her, I always had some story that I would animatedly recount. Fortunately, Laura seemed as excited to hear tales from my life, as I was to have actually lived those tales.

“Well, what I have to tell you isn’t exactly drama,” I explained. “I spent the entire day with Aaron.”

“My God, when are you gonna marry that boy?” Laura quipped. “And didn’t you already spend a whole day with him on your birthday?”

“That was a while ago, Laura. Keep up with the times.”

“Oh, excuse me for not keeping up with you, Miss Days of My Life.”

“Whatever. You know you wanna come visit.”

“Maybe.”

“So where was I?”

“You were drooling over Aaron.”

“I was not.”

“Yeah you were.”

I had seriously tried not to.

Aaron also lived in an apartment, but it was in a community on the other side of the university. He lived with two other guys from the fellowship, one of whom I hardly ever saw. Neither of them were around the day Aaron and I began our collaboration, which had actually started the night before.

I’d been to Aaron’s apartment to hang out many times over the school year, and often the place was filled with the three housemates and assorted friends from school and the fellowship. That night there was a blanket of quiet resting over the apartment, and I was unaccustomed to the mellowness. Aaron decided that we would work in the living room, which was a space made cozy only because of all the clutter.

Aaron’s housemates had their own band, which meant that every corner of the living room was inhabited by some important piece of music equipment --- a drum set, two guitars, mixing board, electronic keyboard. This was in addition to the things that were normally found in a living room, like a glass coffee table, sofa, and entertainment center. The entertainment center housed a nineteen-inch TV set, mini stereo system, and a variety of video game systems ranging from the original eight-bit Nintendo to the PlayStation 2. Fortunately, the sofa was plushly comfortable enough to serve as an oasis within that glorified junkyard. With a notebook and pen sitting in my lap ready for action, Aaron and I sat facing each other, our legs resting only inches away from one another.

Aaron took his craft quite seriously. He was not someone who made movies simply as a personal hobby. He wanted his movies to be films, and he aimed to one day become Hollywood’s next blockbuster director. It was a lofty goal, yes. But when hadn’t anyone dreamed of being the next big thing? Aaron shot for the stars just like anyone else with a dream, and his aim was quite focused. 

That night, he showed me three movie shorts that he’d directed over the last two years. For movies that were only made using a simple camcorder by a college student with limited resources, Aaron’s creations were rather impressive. This was an opinion that was not necessarily motivated by my growing affection for him. For instance, there were some interesting symbolic qualities to be ascertained from his first movie. Titled Junction Valley, the short was a ten-minute drama sequence shot entirely in black and white. Somehow, watching this movie under dimmed lights with Aaron by my side made the experience that much more worthwhile. I was able to actually focus entirely on the work because I knew that Aaron was right next to me. To be in an intimate setting with him was all I needed to be motivated into serious concentration.

Probably the most heartfelt movie of the three was Reds. The title was an allusion to all things related to love --- passion, rage, heartbreak, and the heart itself. Reds starred one of Aaron’s female friends, who played an ex-girlfriend that apparently had very much meaning for him. In the movie, the ex-girlfriend awakened in a red room that she seemed to be trapped in. She would later discover an escape passage that led to a maze, which was also drenched in red. When she finished wandering the maze, she found a mirror and discovered that she too was covered in red. Her blouse, slacks, and shoes all shared the same color. Upon making this discovery, she collapsed to her knees and sobbed. Her tears, too, were an alarming shade of red.

When Aaron brought up the lights, I was still staring at the TV, partly because my eyes had grown tired, and partly because Aaron’s movies had been filled with so much raw emotion. Although there was too much meaning for me to process in one sitting, I was glad that it existed. Given my first impression about Aaron and his southern Californian ways, I had been somewhat suspicious about his creativity. Fortunately his little movie presentation had managed to prove me wrong.

“I’m speechless,” I said plainly.

Aaron smiled. “I hope that’s a good thing.”

Feeling that I was slightly sinking into the sofa’s cushioning, I quickly straightened my slouch.

“It’s good,” I stammered. “All of them. You know? They were…”

Aaron was amused by my noticeable confusion.

“Good?” he said with a chuckle.

If anything, I knew that the smile on my face was genuine. “They were really deep, Aaron. They had a lot of meaning, which is not something I can say about a lot of today’s movies.”

“That’s just it,” Aaron said.

He explained that, although he liked how people considered his movies to be deep, he wanted his audiences to have less of a confused reaction. He wanted to create a catchall movie, one that told a story that just about everyone could relate to and be satisfied with. This was his goal for the next movie he wanted to direct.

Then he explained why he wanted to collaborate specifically with me.

“You’re a Creative Writing major,” he explained. “You devote most of your time to writing. But to write down all that stuff, you have to watch life. You have to be a part of it.”

As a filmmaker, Aaron said, he could watch life but he wasn’t able to capture all it’s intricacies the way a writer such as myself could.

“Writers can just jot down all these minute details about life. A filmmaker might miss it because the camera can only get the bigger picture. You know what I mean?”

Sure I did. He wanted me to fill in the blanks, to thrown in vivid descriptions and details, be a kind of story doctor that would make the plot more complete. This was an assignment that I was fine with as long as I eventually found out what kind of story I would be working with.

“I want to make a drama,” Aaron said with a nod.

It was clear to me that he had a general sense of what he wanted to do. The hard part was narrowing it down.

“A love story,” I offered.

He shook his head. “No romantic relationships.”

I thought for a moment. “What about relationships in general?”

“Friends?”

“Or family.”

Aaron pointed at me. “Bingo.”

I groaned on the inside, desperately praying that we wouldn’t come up with a movie that was about family conflict.

*
*
*

We’d shoved most of the clutter against the walls. Aaron explained that he was normally a neat freak and preferred a better organization. But in this case, he wanted to get right to work on the new movie.

We scribbled lines upon lines of notes on an army of notebook paper. Aaron, apparently also possessing artistic talent, sketched out on storyboard paper some scenes from our envisioned movie.

“A boy adjusting to life with his new adoptive family after his parents die helping people in Bosnia,” Aaron recited after completing one of his sketches. “It’s perfect. It’s very dramatic, very emotional. I like it!”

The subject matter was not something that I wanted to handle because of the potential family strife that was involved. I wanted to know why that particular story, which we had narrowed down from dozens of other possibilities, was the one that captivated his imagination the most. Wildly beating against a notepad, my pen was the scapegoat for my frustration.

“What are you thinking about?” Aaron said.

I looked up at him, his eyes probing the intimacy of my thoughts.

“Why do you want to do this kind of movie?” I asked. “Why is this a story you want to tell?”

Aaron nodded thoughtfully.

“I imagine that when someone does a suspense or action movie, they’re doing it mainly because it’s fun,” I continued. “But when you do a drama --- a serious movie --- it should reflect an important part of who you are.”

“That’s true,” Aaron said, his eyes lighting up with agreement.

He leaned closer towards me, his head tilting in a way like he was about to utter something with dire gravity. This, I had come to notice over the course of the year, was what Aaron did when he was about to speak of a topic that was either quite serious or very personal. It was an interesting gesture because he was indicating that he was putting his complete trust in the other person. I was glad that he cared enough to trust me.

“In high school, I had a lot of friends,” he said. “I guess you could say that I was popular.”

I couldn’t help grinning in amusement.

“I kind of already thought that,” I said.

“But I never felt like I quite fit in with my family. My parents didn’t mind that I wanted to make movies, but I also knew that they were a little disappointed. In my senior year of high school, my dad kept giving me all this stuff about computers and web design, stuff I was interested in as hobbies but not as a career. And my little sister, well, she’s into movies too. But she thinks I’m a sell-out. She’s really into the indie scene, and to tell you the truth, I’m not. I mean, I respect all the classics. But I want to be big budget, you know, like Spielberg. I want to have an audience for my movies. I want---”

“Everyone.”

The story finally made some sense to me. Aaron’s pursuit of moviemaking was merely an extension of his high school (and college) popularity. In a way, the orphaned child in our new movie was really Aaron trying to infiltrate any area where he was not yet popular or well liked by many people. First it was his family, and now the world. Indie movies were not enough for him. A niche audience could never satisfy him the way packed multiplexes could.

I was disturbed by the underlying shallowness that I dissected from his motives, but I did not give it any sort of consideration. My will was pushing me into giving Aaron the benefit of the doubt, which I was somehow convinced he justly deserved.

Aaron offered to make his bed up for me, but I much preferred the plushness of the couch. Once we organized all our notes and his sketches into neat stacks, we washed up for bed but did not immediately go to sleep. Dressed simply in a white t-shirt and sweats, Aaron took a seat next to the couch as I stretched out across it.

“Thanks for letting me spend the night,” I said with a yawn. I was teetering between consciousness and sleep. “I appreciate your trust.”

“Don’t worry about it, Chase. I need you. I need your observations, your writings. I need you to make my film meaningful for the masses.”

I heard him stand up, then I felt a touch that would be forever sealed into my memory. He gave my forehead a short, gentle kiss.

“And you know what? You’re also a really great friend to hang out with,” Aaron said. “Get some sleep. Good night.”

But I was wide-awake. I was wide-awake with disappointment over his sickeningly platonic kiss.

*
*
*


The smell of scrambled eggs and sausages roused me from sleep. Murmuring with content, I stretched my arms and gradually opened my eyes. There in front of me were two plates of breakfast sitting on the glass coffee table. Next to the plates were a stack of videotapes and DVDs. 


Aaron came out of the kitchen with two glasses of orange juice.


“Hey you,” he said warmly.


The morning sun beamed against him in a way that once more produced an angelic glow. This whole morning, and the entire night, was light years away from what I had daydreamed about that night at Starbucks. This was better.


“Dig in,” Aaron said. “Today I want to watch some movies for inspiration for our new project.”


I sat upright in the sofa. A chilly breeze came in from an open window, but I found the setting to be cozy. There was breakfast on the table and an intuitive and talented and handsome man sitting across from me. I was warmed by the thought of his friendship and company, not to mention the oversized pajamas that I was drowning in. But before I ate, I found myself drawn to his eyes. I held my gaze for a few moments, hoping he would pick up the gratitude and fondness that radiated from my soul.


Aaron returned my gaze with a friendly smile, then said, “Don’t let your breakfast get cold. Our microwave’s busted.”


I snapped myself out of my foolish longing.


“Too bad for the microwave,” I said as I started on the eggs.


We watched three movies back to back before swinging by McDonald’s for some lunch. After we finished The Deer Hunter, my happy solitude with Aaron came to a disappointing end.


“Lucy’s coming over,” Aaron said after a chat with her on the phone. “Rebecca and Michelle are coming too, and I think Jason’s coming home today.”


“Cool,” I lied.


“We can watch Forrest Gump once Lucy and the others get here.”


I hope they all fall through a black hole and come out on the other end of a fat people’s colony, and the only things to eat are butter and anchovies. And the president is a fascist who burns camels alive while feeding the remains to…


“I can’t wait. It’s always nice to watch a movie with a bunch of people,” I said.


Aaron smiled and excused himself to the bathroom. As soon as he left, I mulled the possibility of becoming either an actor or lawyer.

“Oh come on.”


Laura, ever the devil’s advocate, sided with Aaron.


“He let you spend the night as his place,” she pointed out.


“Girl, he didn’t let me do anything. I chose to sleep there.”


“Whatever. The point is that you got to spend a lot of time with him, and now you’re helping him make a movie. Girl, stop wishin’ and hopin’. You get to be his friend. Ain’t that enough?”


“Of course it is.”


“Then why are you trippin’?”


“Well…”


I slammed my head against my pillow. “I guess Lucy’s a nice person.”


“Oh my goodness. I swear I’m gonna fly over there just to slap you,” Laura said in exasperation. “Listen. God has a plan for Lucy, for Aaron, and ---” she gasped “--- even you! Trust in Him, girl! He’s what’s been getting you through the depression. And look at you --- you’ve been good as new since, what, at least junior year!”


The depression never stopped. The black oil was always there, lurking between the crevices of my flesh. But I did not have the heart to convey this reality to Laura. I was not about to lose my best friend for a second time. Distance hadn’t separated us. Why would I?


“You’re right,” I said with as much sincerity as I could muster. “I’m very grateful that I have the chance to at least be his friends, and I’m going to use our time together to help him make the best movie he’s ever directed.”


Somewhere in that soapbox of honesty was a deep longing that, one day, I would mean something more to Aaron than just a friend and a listing on his credits.

Chapter Nine


The next day was unusually warm for San Francisco --- clear skies and eighty degrees. But whenever the temperature got that high, the city became devastatingly beautiful, as picturesque as all the postcards and travel catalogs made it out to be. You could spend a day shopping downtown and be tempted to hang out on the waterfront. Or you could have a frumpy body like mine and become enticed by showing some skin and wearing skimpy clothes to go sunbathing in Dolores Park or Yerba Buena Gardens behind the Metreon building.


Although some friends had invited me to leave the city with them, I could not tear myself away from the streets of Market or Haight. I wanted to be alone. In fact, I’d awoken with a pressing need to stay in bed. My hands tightly clutched the sheets, perhaps nearly destroying them. I strained to breathe as if my lungs were in the unrelenting grip of a thug’s hands. Although my eyes were tightly shut, the tears still seeped through. Both of my housemates were among the friends who had wanted me to hang out with them outside the city, and they were both long gone. I’d heard them leave earlier in the morning. With my ear pressed against the locked door of my bedroom, I had listened to their departure.


“What’s Chase doing today?” Melanie asked.


“I dunno,” Wendy said dumbly.


I never liked Wendy much.


Our front door was a thick slab of metal that slammed loudly every time it was shut.


“I hope she’s okay,” Melanie said.


Slam.


I’d slowly retreated to my bed, my feet sliding over the floor like the hovering of a ghost. I collapsed on the bed and wasted time being depressed. My movements were robotic. It was as if I was being buffeted between opposing forces --- light and darkness, life and death. At some point during the fighting, the real me had been tragically lost.


My constrained breathing eventually gave way to normalcy, and my lungs were clear once again. To commemorate this triumph, I opened my mouth and shrieked. The loud, horrible noise was the only part of myself, short of my soul, that I was able to release. Through that agonizing howl, I was really asking, “So, what’s the best way to communicate melancholia?” When I felt tired, I simply closed my mouth.


For a $600 a month bedroom and an apartment that cost a little over $2500 a month, we were appropriately surrounded with sturdy, thick walls.


I shrieked again.


No one heard me.

*
*
*


I sat on the edge of the bed, one leg over the other and my elbow resting against my lap. The black oil had cleared and was replaced by a hazy fog. Assorted memories floated in and out of my mind, manifested as fleeting ghostly images. Between each memory of darkness and light, I oscillated between a weak smile and the release of tears. I smiled over spending my birthday with Aaron, then cried over events that had long since gone by, annals of my past that should have been too ancient to care about anymore. I was bobbing up and down a deranged ocean.


I made my way to the bathroom, my movements continuing to mimic those of a ghost’s. I stared into the mirror, my face seemingly drained of color, although the color was really there. I was the living dead.


I despised looking at myself. I hardly ever did except when I had to, when I had to brush my teeth, fix my hair, try on some clothes. Why did I ever try on new clothes anyway? I was hideous, a caricature of what a person should look like. 

To look at myself meant having to ponder terrifying questions of existence. It was an exercise in self-interrogation, and I was never quite ready to answer my own questions. I did not know who I was, and frankly, I was too scared to find out. Looking into a mirror forced me to do this, so I tried to avoid doing it as much as I could.


But hopelessness gave birth to apathy, and apathy made me indifferent to looking at myself there in the bathroom. In fact, I relished the opportunity to lash out at the person in the mirror.


“I hate you,” I grumbled. “Why do you have to be like this?”


I pursed my lips. The person in the mirror did not respond. Instead, she mocked my every movement.


“Look at you,” I said.


I pressed my finger against the glass, then touched my own face. “Aaron will never want you. Aaron will never love you.”


I narrowed my eyes.


“You’re so ugly,” I hissed viciously.


I lowered my head into the sink.


“Agh!” I yelped helplessly.


I stared at my reflection again. My hair, which had grown a little past my shoulders, was an unbridled mess. My eyes glowed with a menacing blood red.


Suddenly, I raced back into my room and conducted a deranged search of my personal journals. These were the hardbound journals that I had written in over the years, and I’d brought them to college because they were a part of me as important as my limbs. But at that moment, my only desire was to hack off that particular limb. I gathered six of my journals, at roughly fifty pages each, and I brought them to the bathroom and hurled them into the sink.


“You call yourself a writer?” I screamed.


I pointed an accusing finger at the journals.


“Amateur! Amateur shit!”


I lurched at my reflection until my nose was nearly touching the mirror.


“What the hell do you expect to do with a Creative Writing degree?!”


I fell to my knees and sobbed in my hands.


“You’re such a disappointment, Chase. You failed. You failed mommy and daddy. You failed Laura. And now you’re going to fail Aaron.” 


I grabbed hold of the sink and stumbled to my feet.


“He’s too good for you,” I said to my reflection.


Weakly, I turned around and collapsed at the window in my room. I stared into the clear open sky.


“Why,” I whispered to God. “Why did you give him to me knowing that he can never be mine?”


The morning sky was overcome with mid-day heat. Inside my apartment, I emerged from the shower freshly washed up and dressed for a day about town. As I left the tower and made my way towards the MUNI platform, I took out my cell phone.


“Aaron, it’s Chase,” I said to his answering machine. “I can’t make the production meeting tonight. Something’s come up. But I’ll call you later for all the details. Thanks. Bye!”


Back in the bathroom, I’d given myself a pep talk that was powered by a shot of hyperactive energy.


I thought about my parents, about their constant nagging over my choice of major, what I intended to do when I graduated, and when I would graduate.


“I don’t need them,” I said to the mirror.


I thought about Aaron and Laura, and all the other people who had the potential to somehow become disappointed in me.


“I don’t need them,” I repeated. “It’s just you and me, kid,” I said to the mirror.


As hollow as they might have been, these were the proclamations that motivated me into momentarily leaving behind the lowest point of my depression.


Only an hour had passed since I arrived at the Haight and already I had two shopping bags in tow. On the surface, I appeared to be just another San Franciscan stalking the streets of her lovely and world-renown city. As far as frumpy bodies went, I felt like mine was a class act that day. I was dressed comfortably in a white blouse with only three of the five buttons closed up, a teasing view of the flesh beneath coming through. Matching linen plants draped around my legs and I strolled along in black flip-flops. Before hitting the Haight, I stopped at West Portal to give my hair a trim. Brushed to a fine straightness, my hair was back to being tipped at the edges so that it curled slightly around my cheeks. My morning may have been spent in mourning, but at least I was walking around looking like I was a survivor.


After puttering around the Haight, I headed downtown to grab lunch at Blondie’s. I sat on a bench at Union Square munching on a pizza slice with extra cheese and extra grease. I decided against taking in a movie at the Embarcadero because I knew I would only be reminded of Aaron. Instead, I ducked into the Opera Plaza on Van Ness and watched Laura Linney in You Can Count On Me. Buoyed by the movie’s superb storytelling, I backtracked to downtown again and snatched up a DVD at the Virgin. While I waited in what was an unusually long line, a book by the essayist Barbara Ehrenreich caught my attention. For some reason I felt myself drawn to the book’s subject matter, which was an expose on the plight of working class Americans. I bought that book along with the DVD, on the assumption that reading about a big societal problem would kick me from my own irrelevant ills.


For dinner, I took the 14 bus line up Mission and ate at Goldilocks, a popular chain of restaurants that had started in the Philippines. Although I’d been told that local Filipinos did not much care for it, I visited the Goldilocks quite often, if only because I missed terribly my mother’s home Filipino cooking.


When I got back to the apartment at around seven o’clock, my housemates were still away. As soon as I got into my room, I unloaded the shopping bags and slammed the door shut. I did not expect Aaron to be there waiting for me.


“Hey Chase,” he said on my answering machine. “I’m really disappointed that you didn’t come to the production meeting. I was hoping that you’d be there to help me explain the story to the others. But as long as you’re still interested in making the movie, that would be so cool with me. Actually, I was hoping that you’d write me a treatment script. It’s kind of like writing a story. In fact, it would be so great if you could just lay out the whole movie as a story. Then I could read it and---”


I snagged the receiver.


“I’ll do it,” I said simply. Then I added, “Anything for you.”


Writing out the story took me about two days. I used Aaron’s assignment as an excuse to procrastinate on some papers I had to write for class, papers which I later scored high marks on anyway.


It was a Wednesday afternoon when I submitted the story, right before the start of our weekly fellowship meeting. Aaron had taken about an hour to read my forty-six pages of copy. As I napped, he made extensive notations on the margins, which he showed me when I awoke.


He said that the writing itself was excellent, but…


And the list went on and on.


I spent the next two weeks polishing and clarifying with him the parts of the story that he wasn’t quite getting. I attended every production meeting. Sometimes we met with the rest of the crew, and other times it was just Aaron and me. Aaron was focused but amiable. We laughed and joked. I was always at ease with him. He never saw the black oil.


The next week, I was about ten minutes late for a production meeting. The whole crew was sitting around the living room, which had been cleaned up immensely. But I did not notice this, in fact, I hadn’t noticed much of anything when I blazed into the room. My brain must have somehow processed an overdose of caffeine that was being shot through my veins. I was a hot rod, a rocket shooting through the stars.


“Hey everyone!” I said breathlessly.


I sped by each crewmember, dropping a new draft of the story onto each of their laps.


“It took about two and a half weeks for us to come up with these revisions, but I think we’re coming close to a final product,” I panted.


I stood in the dead center of the room and all eyes were focused on me. I did not care. My heart was racing with unfettered excitement. I was high, not on any drug, but on completely unfiltered energy and feeling.


The smile stretching across my face must have somehow appeared quite deranged to them.


“So,” I said. “Where’s the water?”


Aaron looked up from his copy of the new draft. His stare at me was blank, an incomprehensible blur of confusion and irritation. 


“In the kitchen,” he said flatly.


My smile did not fade. I wouldn’t let it.


I approached him and squeezed his shoulders.


“It’s all right!” I assured him. “This is gonna be a great movie.”


I scampered into the kitchen. As I drank a much-needed glass of water, I spied Aaron’s reflection in the toaster.


“Do you want to talk about it later?” he asked.


I took a deep breath after having gulped down the entire glass of water all at once.


“Talk about what?” I tried to say nonchalantly.


When I turned to face him, his eyes betrayed me. I was deflated of all energy. I was suddenly tired, and all I wanted to do was collapse in his arms.


“Okay,” I stammered. “Maybe later.”


Aaron nodded, then retreated into the living room.


I was losing him.


After the meeting, he took me to his bedroom for a closed-door conversation. Aaron was not the type of person to make uncomfortable moves on anyone. Rather, whenever he needed to have a deep talk with someone, he felt that the best and most intimate place for that sort of thing to happen was in his room. There, he practically asked me to spill my guts. I tried to be as honest as possible without completely disturbing him. I explained that sometimes I had intense mood swings, and on that particular night I was in a very high mood.


“Yeah, you were pretty hyper there,” Aaron said.


“But I’m productive when I’m hyper,” I explained, throwing in a little bit of defensiveness. “See? I finished all our latest revisions and even made copies for everyone.”


Aaron nodded and smiled approvingly. “I’m glad that you’re taking this as seriously as I am. Sometimes when I work with a crew, I don’t always feel like everyone has the same level of interest in the project. I want everyone to be working on the movie because they’re really passionate about it, and not just because they’re my friends.”


“Of course I’m interested,” I assured. “So when do we actually start shooting?”


Aaron raised a hand. “Not so fast. Let’s not change the subject just yet.”


He inched towards me. We were both sitting on the edge of his bed. In the next few minutes, he spoke with a compassionate intuitiveness that made him uncommonly beautiful.


“If your hyperness tonight was a mood swing,” he said, “then I guess you have a mood swing that’s the opposite of that, right?”


I looked away. There was as much truth, too much unbearable truth, in his face as there was whenever I looked at my own reflection.


Suddenly, I felt an engrossing sensation come over me. It was an experience of sensuality and security that I had never before felt. Aaron was massaging the back of my neck. In the process, he was melting away the black oil, calming the flame of my soul, and giving me a taste of the serenity that I only experienced while drifting in my own bed.


“If you ever feel really low,” Aaron began, “if you ever feel as devastatingly sad as you were incredibly hyper just a few minutes ago, don’t do anything. Don’t think; especially don’t think. Thinking is not a good idea when you feel that bad. Just come to me, okay? Call me. Track me down if you can’t find me. Come over. Just don’t act on your sadness. Someone is here for you, Chase. I’m here for you.”


I met the gaze of his eyes and embraced him tightly.


“Thank you,” I whispered through tears. “You don’t know how much that means to me.”


If only Aaron had known what he was getting himself into. I could not subject him to the torture that I put my parents and Laura through. I could not risk losing the respect of someone who was willing to give up so much of himself for our friendship. Aaron was not going to be another victim of my insanity. I was falling in love with him, and I intended to stop.

Chapter Ten


Oftentimes I was so desperate to solve the mystery of my insanity that I wished something, anything, awful would happen to myself to justify my feeling so low. It had been a torturous existence having to grieve when there was nothing to grieve about, to wail for death when death was not ready to arrive, to cry in agony even though my organs and limbs were intact and not a single wound blasted through my flesh. Therapy and drugs may have later alleviated my suffering, but not in those first years of realization. For my parents, mental illness was a debilitating weakness that they dare not expose. For myself, I remained confused between distinguishing the typical plight of a teenager, and whether I was truly suffering an ailment that was quite severe. The effort in those years was left up to me. I fought the battle on my own because help was either unwilling or too costly for me to seek, even if I had known enough about my condition to actually want it. In a cruel twist of the fates, the realization that I was basically depressed over nothing --- nothing “normal,” anyway --- only drove me deeper into despair. I longed for a concrete reason to suffer.


Be careful what you wish for, especially when you’re depressed.

“Oh God.”


It had been a week after Aaron gave me his loving reassurance. I was waiting in the Rosa Parks room, which was a conference room at the basement level of the university’s student center. Another weekly fellowship meeting had yet to start, and the other members were standing around socializing. The chattering and appearances of many people I had become close to that first year in college had suddenly become foreign to me.


“Oh God,” I said into my cell phone, my lips quivering.


The room spun around and I backed against a wall. Through my tears I saw Aaron glance at me. The friendly look of conversation on his face morphed into grave concern.


“Chase?” he said as he approached me. “Chase, what’s wrong?”


“Oh God!” I wailed.


He gripped me in a tight embrace but it still was not enough to shield me from the onslaught of devastation.


I kept the Washington Post article in my pocket. The days passed and I folded and unfolded the article, each time replacing it in whatever pair of pants I was wearing that happened to have a pocket. In time, the print began to wear away.


CONVENIENCE STORE MASSACRE LEAVES THIRTEEN DEAD, read the headline. The blurb below it said, TWO SUSPECTED ASSAILANTS STILL AT LARGE.


At Laura’s funeral, all I wanted to do was assassinate the assailants.  

*
*
*


My parents respected my silence. They did not demand answers or have expectations. Mom even hugged me often, something she had not done since the days I bowed down at her makeshift prayer altar. My first summer home from college was supposed to be a time of reflection over my newfound life of independence, to reminisce about my first footsteps away from home. It was supposed to be a time to bond with old friends and revel in spectacular reunion. Instead, I wiled away the summer days by sifting through photos of Laura, photos in which she made funny faces or gave the camera the finger. I watched videos I had shot of her, videos I’d shot when dad gave me the camcorder as a Christmas present and I was zealously taping everything. Laura had become nothing more than a memory. Her whole existence faded into a collection of days gone by, the centerpiece of my collection of melancholia.


Seeing old friends was a subdued experience and not the excited reunion I used to imagine it would be. We talked a lot about Laura, then high school, and finally about our lives in college. Then we talked about Laura some more and we comforted one another. It was a cruel irony that, after a year of struggling to adjust in San Francisco, I had to adjust to being at home.


I took long walks, exploring crevices of my neighborhood that I had grown up having no interest in. I strolled through the sidewalks of Washington, DC, which too was a beautiful city that I regretted having ignored. Isn’t it funny how you can take something for granted just because it’s been there for a while?


Somehow I began to theorize that perhaps my depression had been a result of just that. Maybe I was taking like for granted just because it was there, and I had no clue about when it would go away. Life simply went on and on. Depression, I reasoned, had been the natural outgrowth of this spoiled attitude in much the same way many kids rebelled against their parents just for the sake of rebellion. Although I had been intelligent enough to read about brain chemical processes and other logical explanations for being depressed, I stubbornly stuck to my own reasoning. And now Laura’s death provided validation for my sadness --- the ultimate punishment for a child spoiled by life.


By August the grieving had subsided, although the void in my heart remained immeasurable. My parents and I were once again conversing normally, though they seemed to be more careful of the words they chose. This was a change that I noticed most in mom, who had the capacity for tenderness but could oftentimes be inadvertently off-putting. Misunderstandings often ensued because she misused words or overemphasized her tone. But that summer, there was not a single moment when we could have been at odds with one another. I even experienced Pax Romana with dad, who was a mellow guy most of the time anyway. 

Once the most intense phase of the grieving had passed, our little family even began to hang out. We would go to the mall, see movies, or eat out. And during my last weekend before returning to San Francisco, we took a miniature vacation that lasted three days. We stayed overnight at the Kings Dominion theme park, then went on a sightseeing and shopping tour that ended in Williamsburg. 

There was a moment during a steakhouse dinner on the last night of our vacation that could have been troublesome but was, to my surprise, quite heartwarming. 

Dad had just quietly chastised mom for balking at my decision to have my steak cooked medium. A period of awkward silence passed before I finally said something.

“You guys, it’s okay.”

Dad and mom exchanged nervous glances.

“What?” they asked, one after the other.

“Come on,” I girded. “We can have a normal conversation, can’t we? We’ve been doing fine so far.”

“Sure,” dad said.

“Of course,” added mom.

More silence.

Mom buttered a roll.

Finally, dad said, “You think the Lakers can score another great season?”

I was about to give him an in-depth analysis when mom chimed in with, “How come you guys never talk about those Wizards?”

Dad and I glanced at one another, our eyes brimming with amusement. From that point forward, dinner was a fabulous time.

I’ve always loved plane rides. No matter how many times I passed through a gate or crammed myself into an airplane seat, I never lost the sense of adventure. In fact, I’ve romanticized airline travel ever since I saw Warren Beatty’s remake of Love Affair back in 1994. In the movie, Warren Beatty and Annette Bening have a chance encounter with one another on board a long international flight. Romance ensues. Indeed, the plot was simple, but I’d taken it as a guilty pleasure over and over again. That sort of a chick flick was usually what effectively appealed to my emotions.

I had a direct flight back to San Francisco. It was about the second hour of travel when I woke up. The humming of the engines was a soothing noise that I had long ago grown accustomed to. There were some murmurs of conversation somewhere in the distance, but otherwise the darkened cabin seemed to rock everyone into sleep. 

My mouth was parched. I leaned forward and reached up to ring for an attendant when something swept past me. Despite the speed, I’d managed to glimpse that it was a person. Curious about how someone could move so fast through such a confined space, I peered down the aisle only to find that it was clear.

I leaned back in my seat and a chill seized me. Shivering, I hurriedly adjusted the overhead air valve. To my alarm, it was already closed.

I furrowed my brows in confusion, then I took another peak down the aisle. It was still clear. The chilly feeling lingered against my skin. Washington had been oppressively hot when I departed, and the forecast for San Francisco called for a period of sunny eighty-degree days, so I hadn’t brought a jacket or sweatshirt on board. I rubbed against my skin, leaned back, and closed my eyes. Eventually I was warm again and I drifted off to sleep.

“Chase.”

My eyes shot open.

Laura?

*
*
*

I stared out into Ingleside from my apartment bedroom. Dinner that evening with my housemates, Aaron, and a handful of other friends had been a fun diversion. Although I hadn’t mentioned what happened on the airplane, the thought had haunted me all night.

A knock came on my door, which I hadn’t closed this time. I turned around and saw Wendy come into my room.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“Pretty good,” I said with a nod. “Just tired.”

“Did you have fun tonight?”

“I had a blast. You guys are the best.”

Wendy handed me a square envelope. “I made this on the computer. If you ever need to put a smile on your face, I hope this does the trick.”

“Thanks.”

Inside the envelope was a single sheet card that was printed with a kitten and a frog sitting on the kitten’s head. The two looked like they were the best of friends.

I smiled. Wendy’s family owned a cat that she had grown up loving with a fanatical zest that only a pet owner could have. She also knew that I was partial to frogs. Not real frogs, because they could be disgustingly slimy, but cute cartoon frogs like the one sitting on the cartoon kitty. Underneath the image was a verse from Isaiah 41:10:

“So do not fear, for I am with you;

    do not be dismayed, for I am your God.

  I will strengthen you and help you;

    I will uphold you with my righteous right hand.”


I warmly embraced Wendy and displayed the card on my desk. As Wendy turned to leave, she said, “Aaron wants you to call him when you get a chance.”


“Thanks,” I said with a sigh.


I returned my gaze to the view outside the window. I had avoided Aaron for most of the night, although not obviously so. I only spoke to him when I had to, and whenever he talked my responses were short and polite. I should have, however, known better than to do that because Aaron was intuitive enough to pick up on just that sort of thing.


It had been painful for me to keep Aaron at a distance. I wanted nothing more than to confide in him, to feel his gaze hanging onto my every word. I wanted to go back to that dingy restaurant, my birthday, and the first night of our collaboration. I wanted to relive those days and live many more with him. But I knew that it was best to separate myself from him sooner than later when I was bound to get attached. I was not sure if I could handle him pushing me away, and I did know want to know. Laura died having known the real me, and I intended to keep the real me a secret, at least from Aaron.


All over the university, 19th Avenue, Ingleside, and points beyond, the city was dotted in orange streetlights. This was a view that I never grew tired of. The sweeping majesty of being nine stories above ground was never lost on me.


Someone knocked again.


I turned around, and my immediate urge was to faint into a deep, deep sleep.




Chapter Eleven


Unfortunately, I remained standing. My jaw hung open, locking my face into a silent scream of horrified astonishment.


“Don’t say anything, at least until you’ve shut the door,” Laura said gravely.


“But---”


“I mean it, girl! Or else they’re gonna think you’re crazy. Now that’s the last thing you want right now, right?”


“Right…”


“Girl, what did I just say?!”


“I’m sorry!”


“Chase?” Melanie called. She walked into my room with Wendy right behind her.


“You okay, sweetie?” Wendy asked.


Standing deadly still, I incredulously darted my eyes back and forth between my housemates and the specter of Laura Tissdale.


“They can’t see me, by the way,” Laura said matter-of-factly. “I’m dead.”


“No kidding,” I hissed.


“What?” Melanie asked. Her face crumpled with a nearly irritated look of confusion. “Chase, honey, maybe you should lie down. You look…spaced out.”


Wendy shivered and rubbed against her arms. “Maybe you’re getting sleepy from the cold. It’s kind of nippy in here.”


“Yes,” I spat out. “Yes, it is nippy in here.”


“Especially over here,” I added, and pulled Wendy to where Laura was standing. Laura instantly vaporized into Wendy’s flesh.


“Oh my God!” Wendy cried. “It’s even colder over here!”


My eyes widened as I thought, Fuck.


As soon as she stepped away, Laura immediately re-materialized.


“Watch your language,” she said with narrowed eyes. Then she added, “That girl’s an atheist, isn’t she?”


I stared at her, hoping that my silence would convey confirmation.


“Yeah, she is,” Laura said simply. “If she’s an atheist, what’s she doing calling out God like that? Hypocrite.”


“Hello?” Melanie asked, waving her hand in front of me. “Girl, you are really spacing out.”


“You know what? I’m really tired,” I said with a nervous laugh. “And you’re right, it’s a little cold in here. I think I’m gonna go ahead and crash.”


I motioned them towards the doorway.


“All right,” Melanie said slowly.


“We’re here if you need anything,” Wendy added. “Like an extra blanket.”


“Thank you,” I said with a cheesily wide smile as I shut the door.


I faced Laura and, almost immediately, my astonishment melted into a gentle confusion.


“I can’t believe this!” I said.


“Believe it,” Laura said with a laugh as we embraced.


I took a few steps back, amazed that I could actually feel her.


“Mysterious ways,” Laura explained as if she were reading my mind. “That’s how He works.”


We sat on the bed.


“So that really was you on the plane,” I said quietly.


“I’m sorry about that. We’re not supposed to spook people like that. I just wanted to give you a sign, to let you know that I was around.”


“But why?”


I stood up and gazed sadly out the window.


“God’s plan,” Laura said softly.


I whirled around to face her. “Did he plan for me to be sick in the head like this?” I demanded.


“It’s not like that, Chase.”


“Then how is it supposed to be?” I cried. “Why did you leave? Why are you…I don’t know, back? And if you’re really ‘back’, do you have any answers for me?”


“That’s not why I’m here, sweetie.”


“Then why, Laura? Why are you here? So you can hang around for a little while just so you can say later that you have to go? What’s the point in haunting someone anyway? You only make the person you’re haunting scared because you’re dead or sad because you’re dead and can’t ever come back to life.”


“I am alive.”


“I meant in this world, Laura!” I furiously snapped.


We were draped by a silence of heartache. I wanted to cry.


I turned to the window again but Laura embraced me from behind.


“Remember the day you threw the chair down the steps?” she asked.


I quickly faced her. “I never told you about that. I didn’t want you to---”


She brushed her hand against my cheek. “I’m sorry that I made you feel like you couldn’t tell me everything. I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you when you needed me.”


“But you were there for me, not in the way I always wanted, but at least you were around.”


“There’s someone else who was always around too.”


I was silent with expectation.


Laura pointed upward. “He saw you when all you thought you saw was the ceiling. He was right there.”


I truly could not believe my ears. I had never given Laura these intimate details of my life, yet she had somehow received them from a God who I must admit I did not always believe or trust in.


I leaned forward so our heads were touching.


“Why didn’t He come?” I said, voice quivering, “when I needed Him the most? When I felt all alone?”


“Why,” I continued, “why didn’t He just show Himself, even for a few seconds, just to tell me that everything was gonna be all right?”


“Chase,” Laura said with a nod, “everything’s gonna be all right.”


I laughed, although there was nothing really especially amusing about what was happening.


Laura stepped back and we cleared our faces.


“Something important has happened to you in your first year of college,” she said. “It’s the year you gained insight into yourself even when you didn’t want to, the year when you discovered parts of yourself that you never thought could exist.”


I listened anxiously.


“God put someone special in your life,” Laura went on. “And yes, that someone is Aaron.”


My face radiated with a wide, jubilant smile.


“Aaron cares for you, and he wants to stay with you,” Laura said. “But he doesn’t fully understand this yet. And if you don’t allow him to know who you really are, then he may never reach this understanding, and you two will never be together. God knows that you’re afraid of telling him the truth about yourself, but He’s also happy that you’ve turned out to be such a beautiful woman, despite what you think of yourself. Aaron sees this beauty too, but only a little bit of it. You have to overcome your fear and let him see the real you.”


I shook my head. “I can’t, Laura. I can’t push---”


“You have to be strong, Chase, and you have to trust.”


“If he ever found out---”


“He can’t love a lie.”


This all seemed too fantastical. I furiously shook my head and beat my hands against my temples, hoping that I would re-awaken back at Starbucks and this would all be just another daydream. My life would continue from that point during my senior year in high school, and I would never have to meet Aaron Sammler. I would never fall in love with someone I could never have, and most of all, Laura would still be alive --- in people form. But her spirit stood in front of me, and she waited.


I oscillated between skepticism and belief. I became numb on the inside, as if I was trapped between the choices and I’d decided to give up feeling anything.


“What happens if I do decide to show him the real me?” I asked slowly. “Will we be together?”


Laura placed a hand on my shoulder. “That’s going to be Aaron’s choice, sweetie. He still has free will like the rest of us. But at least he’ll have gotten to know the real Chase Young, the Chase Young whose fallen in love with him.  And if he doesn’t choose you, then what can I say? It’s his big loss.”


Suddenly, the clutter on my bed --- my unpacked suitcase, various clothes, some books --- all vaporized out of existence.


“Lie down,” Laura said softly.


I sat on the bed and stretched my body. Suddenly I felt a ripple of serenity seep through my body, calming every nerve and easing me into rest. I followed Laura because I trusted her. I knew that I could trust her because, after a long period of doubt, I trusted God.


Laura said, “Close your eyes.”


“Why?” 

My heart had slowed in rhythm but it was no less anxious of the journey ahead.


“Because your prayer is being answered.”

*
*
*


The silence startled me. I felt like I was lying down but I could not sense anything else. I could not move or see anything. I was floating through the universe, which had somehow become an endless white haze.


But I knew I was safe because I could feel Aaron nearby.

Chapter Eleven

“Where is she?”


Aaron’s production crew of six people was already assembled together. Only the seventh --- and, to him, the most important besides himself --- was still missing.


“She didn’t call you?” Fred Chan asked. Fred was one of Aaron’s first buddies in college. He was also a wannabe gangster, always sporting baggy clothes and a variety of seemingly realistic toy guns.


“Maybe she’s running late,” Marie Okuda said. Marie was a petite Japanese fourth-year student who dated Jason, Aaron’s roommate. She was also the makeup artist for many of Aaron’s movies. “She left you a message the last time, right?”


Aaron nodded.


“See? She seems like a nice person,” Marie said. “Very considerate. I’m sure she would have called by now if she wasn’t coming.”


But Aaron was growing impatient. He’d gotten the impression that Chase was not a flake, and in fact, seemed to have the kind of passion for creativity that he always believed in. The creative connection he established with Chase was a strong one, and he hoped to utilize it. Not only did he want to make a good movie, he wanted to be a better artist, to see what new creative directions he could pursue. Chase seemed to be the kind of person who could enlighten him in such a manner. She was insightful and witty. She did not seem like a flake.


“Has anyone ever noticed that there’s something a little off about her?” Fred asked.


“Shut up, Fred,” Marie exclaimed.


“No, I’m not trying to be mean. Seriously. But I’ve talked to Wendy and Melanie about her. They say she spends a lot of time alone and keeps to herself.


“You guys talk about her?” Marie said incredulously. “That is so wrong!”


“Like you’ve never talked about anyone before,” Fred countered.


“That’s such a cheap shot, Mister Chinese Mafia Man. No one talks about you because you like pretending you’re a hardcore gangster dude.”


“That’s because I’d shoot ‘em,” he said with a laugh. Then he proceeded to mimic the sound of a gun blasting.


“Whatever,” Marie groaned. “All I know is that she’s a really nice person and I don’t have anything bad to say about her.”


“Yeah, leave her alone, man,” Aaron said. “She’s a writer. They do things differently than---”


A figure in the corner of his eye alerted him to stop in mid-sentence.


“Hey everyone!” Chase breathlessly said at the doorway.

*
*
*


Wendy stood in the doorway and peered into Chase’s room. Melanie approached her from behind.


“Have you seen Chase lately?” Wendy said.


Melanie thought for a moment, then said, “No, actually. I haven’t seen her since she got back from Maryland.”


“That was last week.”


Wendy went inside and gazed around the room.


“Are you looking for rent?” Melanie said.


“Yeah, and I need her share by tomorrow.”


Wendy convinced herself that she wasn’t trying to be nosy even though she was searching around Chase’s room. She didn’t just need the rent. Chase was not the kind of person who would disappear for days at a time without telling anyone. She always told someone, her housemates at the very least, that she would be going back home whenever she left for Maryland. Chase may have been a loner at times but she was no isolationist.


Just then, a cool breeze swept in through the window, sending some papers on Chase’s desk flying to the floor. Wendy and Melanie gathered them up, but Wendy noticed something that might be the clue she was looking for. The clue had been sitting underneath the papers and next to the card she’d given Chase. It was as if the kitten and frog were eyes and the wind was a pair of hands, both conspiring to make a subtle revelation.


“Why are you all up in her business?” Melanie asked pointedly.


But Wendy threw her a hard, grave stare. “Remember that train wreck from last week?”


Melanie nodded.


Wendy handed her an envelope.


As soon as she examined the contents inside, Melanie’s face was flooded with horror.

*
*
*


Jason Chua had fallen asleep with his arm around Marie. He had survived four back-to-back classes that day and put in a shift at his part-time job at the Olive Garden. He was roused back into consciousness in the middle of a dream that involved two professors, a pastor, and Thelonius Monk.


“Wake up,” Marie pressed.


“Wha?” Jason said groggily. He gradually recognized the sound of the TV in the background. He also recognized the droning voice of a newscaster, which only further inspired him to go back to sleep.


“Jason!” Marie cried, nudging her elbow against him.


Jason immediately snapped into consciousness in the middle of a report being given by an anchorwoman.


“---in which 121 passengers died, making it one of the worst rail disasters in history,” she said. “The identities of at least a dozen of those victims were released today, including the identity of a San Francisco State University Woman. Nineteen year-old Chase Young was one of the---”


“What the hell?” Jason exclaimed.


“Oh my God!” Marie cried.


Just then, Aaron came in from the front door as he clutched a brown paper bag.


“Hey guys,” he greeted. “I brought leftovers if you want them.”


He put the bag in the refrigerator, and as he made his way to his room, he added, “Chase says hi.”


He re-emerged from his room wearing sweatpants and a t-shirt. “You really should try the leftovers. Chase is such a good cook.”


Jason and Marie looked at one another with disbelief.


“You mean she’s alive?” Maria said, sighing in relief.


Aaron furrowed his brows.


“As far as I know, yeah,” he said slowly.


Jason explained the news report to him.


“Uhhh…no,” Aaron said frankly. “I just had dinner with her an hour ago at her place.”


He dashed to the refrigerator. “See? I even have the left---”


There were sodas, juices, beer, vegetables, cans of different condiments, and moldy bread. But the brown paper bag had vanished.


Aaron stood in the living room and carefully eyed Jason and Marie.


“Where are my leftovers?” he said.


“Which ones?” Jason asked.


“The ones in the bag that I had just now!”


Marie approached him. “I didn’t see you with a bag,” she said quietly.


Aaron shot a glance at Jason, who shook his head “no”.


“What are you guys talking about?” Aaron cried. “I came in with a bag of leftovers from having dinner with a friend who I swear wasn’t dead!”


Just then, the anchorwoman on the TV reappeared after having been replaced by a string of commercials.


“Recapping tonight’s top stories,” she announced. “Authorities today released a dozen identities of victims from last week’s train crash near Seattle…”


Aaron slowly approached the TV.


“…121 passengers died…”


He fell to his knees and crawled towards the screen.


“…university student Chase Young was identified…”


Footage of the crash briefly appeared on the screen, which Aaron was pressed against.


“…one of the worst rail disasters in history…”


Aaron leaped to his feet and faced Jason and Marie.


“This is a mistake,” he spat. “Either that or there’s another Chase Young from San Francisco State University who was…”


Jason stood up and gently rubbed Aaron’s shoulders.


“It’s all right, man,” he said. “If you say you had dinner with Chase tonight, then we believe you. Just call her and let her know that there’s been some kind of a mix up.”


Marie handed Aaron a cordless. Aaron promptly dialed the number to Chase’s apartment.


“Wendy,” Aaron said. “Yeah, it’s Aaron. Is---”


He began pacing.


“Yeah, I just had dinner with her about an hour ago,” he said, glancing at Jason and Marie.


Aaron nodded. Wendy was speaking so loudly that her voice could be heard tinging from the phone. Aaron reassured her that he had just seen Chase over dinner and that, yes, he saw the news report about the train wreck.


“But it’s obviously a mix up,” Aaron insisted, “because I just came from your apartment and---”


A dead calm fell over the room as Aaron paused to listen to Wendy. Marie could easily make out what she was saying.


“Hello?” Wendy said. “Aaron? Did you hear me? What do you mean you were just here? Melanie and I have been here all night. When were you here?”


Aaron dropped his arm against his waist. Jason caught the phone before it fell to the ground. He pressed it against his ear.


“Aaron?” Wendy continued. “Were you with Chase? Was she with you?”


Jason stared helplessly at his girlfriend.


Aaron stumbled against the sofa, nearly missing it and falling to the ground.


“Aaron!” Marie cried.


She sat next to him and rubbed his back.


“She’s lying,” Aaron said quietly. “She said that she and Melanie were home all night, but that’s not true. That’s so not true.”


“Hey Wendy, we’ll call you back, all right?” Jason said.


“I was with Chase and they weren’t home,” Aaron said. “She had the apartment all to herself. I even made a joke about it. I kept saying Chase’s Place, Chase’s Place because, you know, it rhymes.”


“That’s so cute,” Marie said with a grin.


“What do you mean?” Jason said on the cordless. Marie and Aaron looked up at him.


“Uhhh…not since the night she came home,” Jason said. “Hold on.”


He asked Marie if she’d seen Chase since she came back to the city.


“Marie hasn’t seen her either,” Jason said. “But Aaron is pretty sure that he saw her tonight.”


“I’m very sure!” Aaron cried. “I’m convinced! What the hell are you people talking about?”


“Aaron.”


He spun around.


“Did you hear that?” he said.


Marie’s face was blank.


Aaron pressed his palms against his temples. “You guys, this joke is getting really lame.”


“Wendy, do you mind if we stop by?” he said. He nodded. “We’ll be there in ten.”


By the time he switched off the phone and tossed it on the sofa, Aaron had already dashed out of the apartment.

*
*
*


Beliefs are like honey. Most of them are sweet, made to give ourselves hope or to convince ourselves of what we want to be an absolute. Beliefs are sticky. They cling to our minds and capture our hearts. They never really disappear, even after they’ve been replaced by something we think is more rational and concrete. Beliefs will tempt you into coming back.


“I saw her,” Aaron insisted. “I ate her food. We held hands.”


“You held hands?” Marie asked.


Aaron fell silent. He sat in the back of Jason’s old Jeep Cherokee, which he normally made jokes about because of the rattling noises that made it sound like it was coming apart. Tonight all he felt like doing was seeing Chase again.


Jason glanced into the rearview mirror and spied Aaron passing out in the backseat. He had been roommates with Aaron for two years and came to know him as someone who was rather levelheaded. There were moments when Aaron seemed rather eccentric, like when he would lock himself in his room for hours at a time just to work on one of his movies, sometimes in the dark. Jason appreciated this because, as an aspiring musician himself, he was well aware of the intricacies of an artist’s life. But Aaron was mostly easy going. In Jason’s eyes, he was simply a cool guy, which made it that much more difficult to see him falling apart.


Jason switched on the radio as he sped onto 19th Avenue. The station that came on was playing “That Kind of Love”, a solemn tune by Alison Krauss. Aaron raised his head up at the new sound, but quickly sat back. The thoughts running through his head were rapid and threatening to leave him behind.


It no longer mattered to Aaron whether or not he had dinner with Chase. What was starting to concern him were the feelings about her that were swirling through his head. These were feelings that he never even once thought of about Chase, except for the few times that his friends brought her up. And even then he would wave away the idea of anything more than friendship with Chase. She was simply not his type, and when it came to romance, she barely even an afterthought.


At least, that’s what Aaron wanted to believe. But as his friendship with her continued, he found that it was getting harder to deny that there might be a special connection with Chase. Still, even if he wanted to pursue a relationship with anyone, he did not know if Chase would --- or could ever --- be his first or even second choice. Could it be her appearance, that she just did not look like the kind of girl that he usually went for? He did not want to admit to himself the possibility that he could be a shallow jackass. 


But that night --- whether or not he did have dinner with her, or whether someone hand launched a massive conspiracy against him --- he knew one thing: when he was with Chase for that time, he was not interested in writing or movies. Although it was writing and movies that had been the bridges that gave insight into Chase’s heart, he had felt a sudden need to pursue and actually arrive at her heart. There was a fragility about her that was sweet. Yet she had a desire to be her own person --- to be purposely different from everyone else --- that was appealing to Aaron.


One thing was for sure --- even if Chase had not disappeared in some train wreck, she had somehow disappeared altogether, at least according to her housemates. Aaron was much more worried about her suffering another mood swing and having acted on it. That, more than anything, was why Aaron needed to see Chase again. He cared.


The song played on as Marie complained about not finding parking and Jason drove the Cherokee all over Chase’s apartment community. Aaron sunk deeper towards sleep, wishing that he could wake up and find Chase sitting by his side.


Jason finally managed to get a parking spot about three blocks away from the tower that Chase lived in. As Aaron got out of the Jeep, he suddenly felt exhausted, which was weird to him because it took a lot of effort to make him feel tired. His father had raised him as an all-American athlete. Growing up, Aaron played baseball, basketball, soccer, and he even dabbled in hockey. Ben Sammler had not been an authoritarian by any means, but he did have high expectations that he often wanted his son to match. Having played on so many different teams made Aaron especially fit. Yet the demands of going through a championship series were markedly different from the hellish nightmare that he was presently suffering.


“Chase is a good writer,” Marie said as they walked briskly to the tower. “She showed me some of her poems before she went back home. I hate poetry but her stuff was really good.”


“Yeah,” Aaron agreed. “She let me read one of her journals tonight. She is so friggin deep.” 


“Sounds like you’re really into her,” Jason remarked.


“As a friend, and as a collaborator.”


But after tonight, he wasn’t so sure about that anymore.


The trio sped into the building and onward to the ninth floor.


“Oh great,” Marie said as they approached Chase’s apartment. “I left my phone in the car, and my mom’s supposed to call me tonight.


Jason offered to retrieve it but Aaron volunteered instead.


“I think Wendy thinks I’m a little crazy right now,” he explained, “so maybe it’s better if you guys go in there first.”


Jason gave him a set of keys and they went their separate ways. Aaron fumbled with the keys until he finally found the one for the Jeep. But when he looked up again, pure astonishment snagged his heart and he nearly fell back against his ass.


“Chase!” he cried. “Everyone’s looking for you. What the hell is going on?”


Chase looked mournful.


“Aaron, there’s something I have to tell you,” she said softly.


“Not until you talk to your housemates first,” Aaron said. He quickly grabbed Chase’s hand and pulled her towards the apartment. “Your housemates think I’m a friggin nutcase and I want you to clear that up.”


At the apartment, the door had been left open as Jason and Marie stood nearby with Wendy and Melanie. Aaron zipped into the apartment with Chase in tow.


“So she left the next day?” he heard Jason ask.


“She’s right here,” Aaron declared. He turned to Chase. “Now could you please tell everyone where you were tonight?”


Chase was silent. 


Aaron stepped towards her. He did not notice that her face was unusually pale. “Chase, tell them!”


“Hey man,” Jason said. “I know that we’re all tired from school and everything---” 


“Would you shut up for right now and just let her talk?” Aaron snapped.


Marie placed her hand on Aaron’s shoulder as she stared out the empty doorway.


“Let who talk?” she asked.


When Aaron faced the doorway again, Chase had vanished. Aaron walked through the doorway and sped in and out of the apartment. He raced through the hallway and investigated the fire escape. When he finally returned to the apartment, Chase was standing in the living room, but the others were clearly unaware of her presence. Chase stood against the backdrop of three wide glass window panels that gave a sweeping view of the nighttime skyline. Illuminated against the evening, she glowed like an angel of the night.


Aaron’s first instinct when he walked into the living room was to approach her, but the worried stares of his friends stopped him first. When he turned to face Chase, she had vanished yet again.


“Oh God, Aaron,” Wendy gasped.


He didn’t realize it, but she had caught him before he collapsed to the ground. Jason led him to the sofa, but Aaron did not realize this either. In fact, from the moment he saw Chase standing at the windows, his mind floated in and out of consciousness. He didn’t realize that all his friends kept asking whether or not he was okay. Or when Marie tried to offer him some water. Or when Wendy decided to call some other friends after Jason suggested that they hold off on contacting the police or Chase’s parents for the time being.


There came a moment when Aaron felt a light breeze surround him, almost embracing him. It was in that moment that he finally fell into sleep.

Chapter Twelve

“Where am I?”


Aaron spied Marie in the corner of his eye. But even before she answered, he already recognized the warmth of his own bed. His favorite comforter --- a plush king-sized sheet with a blue and white checker pattern --- was draped over him.


“Is he awake?” Jason asked.


Aaron could not see him and he was too tired to lift his head up or even completely open his eyes.


“What---what happened?” he murmured.


“You passed out, buddy,” Jason said. “We would have taken you to the hospital if you didn’t keep mumbling that you were sleepy.”


“I did?”


Jason only laughed.


“We’ll talk about it in the morning,” Marie said softly. “Sweet dreams.”


He passed out as soon as she finished saying “dreams.”


When he woke up again, Aaron felt as if days had gone by. But according to the red digits on his alarm clock, it was only three in the morning.


Aaron no longer felt as groggy and out of it as he had earlier.  In fact, he felt as if a thick fog had been vaporized from his mind.


As soon as he switched on a lamp, his heart skipped a beat at the sight of Laura standing by the window. 


“You’ve got to stop doing that,” he said sharply.


Chase turned around and flashed him a smile.


“I’m dead,” she said wryly. “It happens.”


A warm breeze steadily floated about, as if someone were breathing into the room.


Aaron kept his focus solely on Chase, as if his stare would do all the interrogation for him.


“Okay, don’t talk to me,” Chase quipped.


“I just want to know what’s going on,” Aaron said softly. He looked away.


The two stood in silence until the alarm clock read 3:17am.

Chapter Thirteen


Aaron took a seat on his bed. I walked over and knelt by his side. Arching my head up, I could see despair blanketing his eyes.


I slid my hands over his. “I love you.”


He did not move. He did not grip my fingers.


“So you decided to die on me?” Aaron hissed.


I sighed heavily. “It’s not like that.”


“Then how is it?” Aaron countered.


I pulled away from him and stood by the door.


“Follow me,” I said as I swept through it.


When Aaron opened the door, he stepped into the lobby of the Embarcadero Center Cinema. Everything was the same. The box office and concession stands stood across from each other, separated by a seating area in the center of the lobby. The theater’s four auditoriums were also on opposite ends of the building. The only difference from the last time Aaron and Chase had been in that lobby was that the whole place was deserted. There were no ushers or cashiers, no crowds of yuppies rushing in to watch an arthouse movie that would give themselves an inflated sense of sophistication.


But what perplexed Aaron even more was the nothingness that existed outside of the theater. Upon passing through the glass-paneled entrance, he should have arrived at a shopping promenade. Instead all he could see was thick, impenetrable fog. It was as if the theater existed in a cloud.


“How?” Aaron said simply. “And why?”


“I need to show you who I am,” I said.


“You couldn’t do that while you were alive?”


It was a valid question that nevertheless discouraged me. But I could not stay sad for long. In fact, I was hardly able to maintain any sort of negative emotion for very long whenever I had been around Aaron. There was always a glow --- and it must have been a glow that only I could see --- about him that subtly, quietly inspired me to look beyond my doubts. 


I approached him and held his hands. This time he returned my grip, and I was instantly mesmerized by the tenderness of his soft skin. I ran my fingers up his arms, tiny hairs tickling my skin along the way. I looked into his eyes and saw that the despair was gone, replaced by a curiosity over the spiritual creature that was probing his existence. My hands made it up to his shoulders, and by that time he was gripping my waist. I decided in that moment to quell at least some of his uncertainty.


I stepped closer, close enough that I felt his strong chest gently rising and falling. Aaron brushed his hand against my cheek, and I instantly absorbed myself into his body.


Aaron arched backward and made one deep inhalation, then exhaled with the same gradual intensity. Legions of his thoughts swirled through my spirit, and soon, his conscience became the fabric of my very existence. Each deep, long breath was a transaction of memories between us. We were joined as one in a mystical bond that no beings in the real world could ever hope to attain.


Aaron groaned with deep satisfaction. The expression of his sensuality energized my spirit even more. This had been just one of many things that I had always dreamed about in my life --- to be able to give happiness to the man I loved.


“Chase,” Aaron muttered between breaths.


I extended my being all across the lobby and illuminated it with a spectacular glow. The light of our union coalesced with the fog outside to surround the theater in a dazzling spectrum of color. Red and yellows and blues fused together to form tiny spheres that shot through the lobby like comets. Then, in a final act of our union, I levitated Aaron’s body and sent him soaring beyond the theater, through the fog, and into distant reaches of the spiritual realm.


A gust of wind concluded our union.


The movie theater returned to form and the fog settled around it accordingly. Aaron and I lay next to each other on the floor of the lobby. We panted mightily, as if we had just run a good race. Our hands were locked together.


“If we’d done this in the real world,” I said, staring up into the ceiling, “I think I could get pregnant.”


We sat in auditorium number two, the same auditorium where we saw the Ed Harris movie about Jackson Pollock. The movie screen was an empty white, but we kept ourselves busy with conversation.


I looked away from him during a lull in our otherwise lively chat.


“Chase?” Aaron said. He put his arms around me and leaned into my face. “Are you all right, baby?”


I looked in his direction but I was still turned slightly away.


“You didn’t find me attractive at first,” I said solemnly. “You never did, except for now. And that’s only because---”


“Chase, I always---”


“Don’t even try to lie, Aaron.”


I held his hand and let my fingers materialize into his flesh. “I’m going to know.”


Aaron rested against me. “I feel like we’re married, which wouldn’t be such a bad thing, actually.”


I smiled, but I could not stop thinking about the honesty that I had exposed myself to while I was inside of him.


“You always thought I was a nice person,” I said.


I stood up and paced around. “Do you know how devastating it is for a girl to be called ‘a nice person’, especially by someone she wants to be with?”


“It’s devastating for a guy too,” Aaron said. But I was too preoccupied with my ensuing fury to consider his point of view.


“You always thought that I was creative and deep,” I went on. “But you also thought that I could be so pretty if only I lost a few pounds. Isn’t that true?”


I was unfazed by the hurt in Aaron’s eyes, powered by his guilt.


“When one of your buddies from LA called you and you talked about me, he asked you if I was pretty and you said, ‘Not really’. When he asked you if you would consider dating me, since you let me spend the night at your place and all --- his words, by the way --- you said, ‘Eww!’ You gave him a big fat ‘Eww!’”


At this point, my voice was trembling from being so loud. I wanted to cry but I was in no mood to shed tears over Aaron at the moment.


“And when Lucy said she thought that I might like you, you said, ‘No.’ And then you said, ‘God no’! Then you laughed. And then she laughed. You were both laughing at me!”


I fell to my knees and, much to my disappointment, I was in tears.


Aaron said, “Chase, that was before I---”


“No!” I moaned, angrily rubbing my eyes. “I had to die just to get you to want me the same way I always wanted you!”


I leaped to my feet and stared at the man who I both loved and despised.


“What do you think of me now that you know I’m a psychotic head case?” I demanded. “That there were days when I couldn’t leave my own room? Days when I cried for no reason or could even be happy, excited and hyper for no reason? When my moods changed faster than a hummingbird’s flapping wings? What do you think of someone who tried to throw a chair at her own mother? Someone who can’t even drive?”


Aaron said nothing. A tear rolled down his hardened face. 


“This was all a mistake,” I spat. “A selfish, stupid mistake. Good for you if you don’t decide to be with me after all this is over. Because if I don’t come back from this, at least I’ll have died for me rather than the chance to love you!”


“Chase, don’t say that,” Aaron pleaded.


“Laura!” I cried. “Laura, I need to leave!”


A gust of wind flew in from the doorway.


I stared at Aaron once more, but the anger and hurt inside of me refused to subside. He was still a beautiful person with a beautiful soul, but my own temperament had gotten the best of me.


“Goodbye, Aaron. I love you,” I said coldly.


The sweetness had long since departed from my voice, and I decided to follow suit by leaving the auditorium. Aaron hurried after me, but as soon as I stormed out, the doors slammed shut. He pounded against the doors but it was no use. He was locked in.

Chapter Fourteen


Aaron slouched in his seat. The air had become chilly and he was having trouble staying warm.


“Come on, Chase!” he cried, his voice echoing through the lonely auditorium. “All right, so I did think those things! But…”


He gave up.


Was life supposed to be this complicated at 21? he thought glumly. The past was the past. Didn’t the present count for something too?


As if in response, the movie screen lit up. Grainy images moved about the screen. The quality of the scenes reminded Aaron of home movies --- home movies from the time before video.


A little girl in a thick black coat and matching knit cap was playing in the snow. The camera zoomed out to reveal that the snow was everywhere. Piles of it nearly submerged the houses that sat in a line next to one another. As the footage played, a familiar guitar tune played from a movie score that Aaron recognized but could not quite pinpoint. Something that starred Meg Ryan, maybe? Or Michelle Pfeiffer? The score was light, almost dreamy. A title graphic at the bottom of the screen read ALASKA, 1984.


The girl laughed merrily as she tossed snow in the air.


“Are you making the skies snow again, Chicken Chaser?” a man asked. “Do you want more snow?”


“It’s too cold,” a woman said. She had a noticeable accent. “I’ll go back inside and make us some cocoa.”


“Hurry up, Chicken Chaser,” the man said. “Mommy’s gonna make cocoa!”


“Cocoa!” the girl cried with exuberance.


The video cut to footage that was inside the home of what Aaron now presumed was the Young residence back in Alaska, although Chase had only mentioned her time there once or twice before. The interior of the house was cozy, inviting enough just for a small family like Chase’s. Aaron half-expected to see Christmas decorations, but he remembered the ALASKA graphic and figured that the snow was pretty much a daily occurrence where Chase had lived.


Her dad focused the camera on the center of the living room. Chase was sitting directly in the middle of the shot right behind a wooden coffee table. Then Mrs. Young came into the frame with a tray of mugs that were piping hot with cocoa.


“I also have marshmallows,” she said. “You want marshmallows?”


“Marshmallows!” Chase happily confirmed.


Mr. Young placed the camera on a tripod and joined his daughter. The two started sipping their mugs together when Chase’s mom came in and said, “Hey! You didn’t wait for the marshmallows!”


Suddenly, Mr. Young and his daughter were overcome by a bombardment of the puffy white substance. Chase and her dad retaliated by hurling the marshmallows right back to their source. Then Mrs. Young leaped in between them, and The Great Marshmallow War quickly became a cheerful chorus of tickling and giggles.


The footage switched yet again, this time to a hilltop that was overlooking an airfield of some sort. The camera kept jerking from angle to angle, at once filming seagulls soaring through the sky, an abandoned log cabin at the top of another hill, and the aircraft down below. Finally, the camera focused on Chase, who was once again bundled in her coat and knit cap.


Chase was perched on the ground, scribbling inside a tiny notebook.


“Hey Chicken Chaser, would you please get up, sweetie?” Mr. Young asked. “There are a lot of stones and little pebbles on the ground and I don’t want your bum getting hurt.”


But Chase did not budge. She seemed very focused on whatever she was writing about in her notebook.


Chase’s father brought the camera closer to her. “What are you scribbling in there?”


“Can I read it to you? Can I read it to the camera too?”


“Sure you can.”


“Okay!”


Chase stood on her feet and carefully clutched the notebook in her hands. She was every bit a professional newswoman, except about twenty years younger and with a kiddie notebook instead of a microphone.


“Hello, my name is Chase Gina Young,” she recited with near-perfect enunciation. “My daddy is taping me. We are on a hill by the base. We live on Adak Island. Adak Island is a base for the military. My daddy is in the military. I like Adak Island.”


Suddenly, Mr. Young erupted into whoops and hollars. 


“Yeah baby!” he cheered. “That’s my girl, the world class writer, best-selling author, and newswoman.”


“Footage at eleven,” Chase mimicked, sending her father into an eruption of laughter.


The camera lingered on Chase for a little while longer before the footage switched once more.


There was a chair, and then Chase sat down. She was much older than when she was in Alaska. Aaron guessed that she must have been in high school, and his suspicion was immediately confirmed. A graphic at the bottom read MARYLAND, 1996, NINTH GRADE.


Chase cried a continuous stream of tears as her face was blanketed in dark, grievous sorrow. She pursed her lips and whimpered before finally speaking.


“I’ve tried,” she said between sobs. “I’ve tried so hard to be good. I’ve tried hard to be the kind of child, the kind of daughter, that you can brag to your friends about. But I’m nothing. I’m just a failure.”


She pressed her palms against her forehead. Her hair was drenched in sweat. Aaron leaned forward and, squinting, thought he could see the vibration of her heart as it violently pounded against her chest.


“I’m so sorry that I couldn’t be everything you wanted me to be, that we’re always fighting, and that I’ve always fought against you. But most of all, I’m so sorry for being so sick in the head!”


She pounded her fists against her forehead. “I don’t know why I’m like this. I can’t control it. Every day hurts me so much.”


She sniffed, then paused thoughtfully.


“Well, not every day,” Chase continued. “I used to remember being so happy, back in Alaska. Remember Alaska? That was the best. And Maryland wasn’t always so bad, either. But then I got old, and things started happening. Bad things that made me cry, and then good things that made me laugh, made me laugh a lot. When I’m sad, I’m so very sad. When I’m happy, I’m very very happy. I don’t know why! I can’t control it!”


By this point she was pulling her hair apart. When she finally settled down, she said simply, “Don’t forget me.”


Suddenly, Chase pulled a 22-millimeter handgun from out of the blue and pressed it against her head.


“Oh shit!” Aaron cried.


For another agonizing minute or so, Chase sobbed as she held the gun to her head. Then the movie disappeared.


Aaron stared quietly, unmoving save for the rapid blinking of his eyes.

Chapter Fifteen


I re-materialized next to him, but he was fixated on the movie screen.


“I took the train to Seattle because that was as close as I was going to get to Alaska with the money I had,” I explained. “Practically the only get way to get there is by plane, and I just didn’t have that kind of money to buy my death with.”


“This was suicide?” he asked with wide eyes.


I paced around the auditorium. “No one I know has access to a real gun. I could have asked Fred, but that would have taken too long. And besides, it would have looked shady too.”


“So you were gonna kill yourself in Seattle?”


I shrugged. “I didn’t know what I would do when I got there. All I knew was---”


“Stop it!”


Aaron stood up and circled the auditorium. “Just stop it. I can’t believe that you’ve considered suicide. Twice! And now---”


“I can come back.”


Aaron came to a halt and stared directly into my eyes. “Can you?”


I looked away.


“I can’t believe you have it so good after you killed yourself,” Aaron muttered.


“Don’t go giving me moral lessons,” I said sharply. “God had a plan for me.”


“To kill yourself? I don’t think so!”


“It was the only way to stop the madness in my head!”


“You’re such an idiot,” Aaron spat.


“What?” I cried.


Aaron walked to the front of the movie screen. 


“You are an idiot,” he said firmly. “You’re an idiot for wanting to kill yourself. God! You’re so…so---”


“Say it,” I challenged, my fists clenched.


Frankly, I had no idea what he wanted to say. But in my experience the words “you’re so” was usually followed by “ugly.” To confirm my suspicions, I floated straight through the rows of seats and absorbed myself into Aaron. Once again he arched back, and I could feel that he was preparing himself for another union. Instead, what I absorbed from his conscience startled me so much that I lurched from his body, sending both of us hurtling to opposite sides of the auditorium.


“Shit,” Aaron muttered after he landed. He rubbed his head. “Fuck!”


Suddenly, a blanket of dark, ominous clouds replaced the roof of the auditorium. Thunder roared mightily and lightning streaked all across the room. But just as quickly as it had appeared, the storm was instantly replaced by the ceiling.


“Watch your language,” I said matter-of-factly.


Aaron tilted his head up. “Sorry.”


The ceiling once again disappeared, this time replaced by a blue sky, friendly white clouds, and a rainbow. A chorus of angels sung aah’s and was accompanied by two harps. These also disappeared without so much as a fade-out.


Aaron rapidly blinked with disbelief. Still resting against the wall that I threw him against, he asked, “What was that for?”


“The voice of God?”


“No! You!”


“Me what?”


“Throwing me across the room!”


“I was thrown across the room too!”


“I hurt more!”


“Baby!”


“I am not!”


“Forget you!”


“Remember you!”


“Whatever!”


“Whichever!”


“I hate you!”


“I lo---”


We stared fiercely at one another, cowboys at a final sunset showdown. Except that we were sitting on our asses.


I stood up and hovered towards him. The compassion, the admiration for his existence, had returned to my being.


“Inside of you, I found the truth,” I said softly. 


I bent down on my knees and placed my arms around him. The anger steadily lifted from his face, and my own rage fizzled away as well. Without having to absorb myself into him, without having to pull any supernatural moves on him, I felt a connection being made between us. I felt it as a human being, alive and well, not just a spirit without existence.


Aaron gently caressed my hair.


“Sometimes,” he said, “God puts us in a certain person’s life for a special reason. And sometimes people never find out that reason because they fight or get separated somehow. They struggle to figure out as humans what only the heart and soul can understand.”


As we looked into each other’s eyes, I felt our souls being exchanged between us. I breathed in his essence as he took in mine.


“Thank you for letting me see your heart,” Aaron said. “Thank you for letting me experience your soul.”


I ran my fingers up and down his neck and against the back of his head. He shut his eyes and smiled, murmuring in contentment. He reminded me of a cat lying on the ground, it’s face radiantly beaming with satisfaction. But I was not about to kiss a cat, just the man I loved.


“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.


“So are you.”


Our foreheads met, and we kissed.


We remained in a physical union for the most passionate few minutes that had ever reverberated through me. Then I pulled away.


“I’m sorry,” Aaron said apologetically.


But I put my finger over his mouth. 

“Let’s do this the old-fashioned away,” I said.

Chapter Sixteen


Aaron lay comfortably on his bed. He inhaled and exhaled a satisfaction that, until that time, had been completely foreign to him. His hand rested behind his head, and his other arm was wrapped around Chase as she lay against his chest.


“This is all I’ve ever wanted,” she soothed. Her voice was a stream of contentment. “Well, this and a fabulous writing career,” she added as an afterthought.


Aaron stroked her hair, each movement a delicate gesture that allowed him to absorb the finer points of her physical sensuality.


“So what do you want to write?” he asked. He too spoke with a special gentleness, a mixture of serenity and assuredness that could only resonate from the voice of a man in love.


“Books, movies, TV shows.”


“Everything?”


“No, not everything. I don’t want to write songs because I was never very good at poetry, even though Marie thinks I am. And I like to watch plays but for some reason the thought of writing them seems really boring to me.”


“You could write one now that seems pretty exciting,” Aaron suggested. “Act Three: Aaron and Chase make up and get together.”


“I like that play,” she cooed. “Let’s watch it again and again.”


She raised herself up to Aaron’s face and pressed against his lips. Aaron felt the fine contours of her back as she savored the smooth surface of his skin. Aaron raised her up some more so he could generously sweep her neck with long kisses. And for a time, all that mattered in the world was the union of their souls.


Linen sheets barely covered their bodies, exposing much of their flesh. Chase stirred in her sleep but she did not awaken.


Aaron stared at the ceiling. He could have never imagined anything as fantastical at this. In high school, he’d literally been a ladies man. It was very easy since he played sports, was friends with most of the guys on his teams, and had a fit body with a handsome image. In college his dating life had mellowed somewhat but attracting the fair sex was no more of a challenge. Still, although he enjoyed having the ability to attract women who were sexy, they never had the beautiful soul that Chase possessed in abundance.


Aaron’s idea of settling down with the perfect girl had been to meet her by chance at the park. It could be any park, so long as the skies were clear, the sun was shining, and children and their families playing all around. His perfect girl would be sitting on a bench throwing crumbs into a lake full of ducks. He would sit down next to her and they’d strike up a conversation that would eventually lead to them sharing their life stories with one another. From that chance meeting Aaron would know that he and the girl were meant for one another, and the girl would feel the same way. They would get married in a beautiful ceremony by the beach, and the rest was romantic history.


Instead, he’d met his special someone in an afterlife world of some sort. If only his high school buddies could see him now.


Would they want to, especially with someone like Chase?


Aaron no longer gave a damn about them or anyone else. This time he was being selfish. This time he was going for true love, not some romantic fantasy on a park bench. The beauty of Chase’s soul extended to her body as well. Chase may not have been Aaron’s type of girl at first glance, or perhaps even a few glances later. But it was well worth the wait just to get to her heart, which Aaron was eternally grateful to have known. Aaron knew that there were going to be people in the world, people he was close to and trusted, who were going to think of him and Chase as an unlikely couple. But the truth, revealed only to him and Chase, was that they were a perfect match in every way that mattered.

*
*
*


When Aaron awoke again it was still dark outside and Chase continued to rest peacefully against him. He rose his head slightly to get a look at the alarm clock. Chase muttered something in her sleep as she adjusted her position.


Aaron was perplexed.


The clock read 3:17am, about the same time he had followed Chase into the movie theater.


How could that be, he wondered, when they must have spent at least two hours away from his room?


Aaron decided to ignore his seeming transcendence over space and time. All that mattered now was that Chase was by his side, the only woman he wanted and trusted to be so close to him.


He lay back against his pillow, preparing to fall into a deep and soothing sleep, when he suddenly shot up from the bed. He felt his face become hot.


“Chase?” he cried.


He was fully dressed again. He switched on a lamp but saw no evidence that Chase had ever been in the room. He searched for her clothes and flip-flops but they were nowhere to be seen.


Aaron bolted for the door. He felt a spectacular disappointment when it merely led into the hallway of his apartment, just like a million times before. He made his way to the living room but stopped short of completely going in. Jason was on the phone and Marie was crying.


“Hey,” I said quietly. “What’s going on?”


Marie looked at him with blood red eyes. Jason, his face stone cold with grief, turned to Aaron. Marie threw her arms around him.


“They found her suicide note,” she said between sobs. “Wendy found it. She’s crying a lot. Melanie’s on the phone. She called Mrs. Young. She wouldn’t stop screaming. She wouldn’t stop.”


Aaron stroked Marie’s hair as she pressed against him.


When Jason spoke, his voice was flat and devoid of any feeling.


“She was depressed,” he said. He reminded Aaron of the anchorwoman who had reported about the train wreck.


“Do…” Aaron started. But his voice was disappearing into a depression of his own.


“Do they know what the note said?” he asked.


Marie only replied in sobs. 


“She was going there to die,” Jason said.


Aaron nodded slowly. “Seattle.”


Jason creased his eyebrows but said nothing.


“Seattle,” Aaron repeated shakily.


Marie slowly pulled away from him.


“She was going to Seattle because that’s the closest she could get to Alaska,” Aaron said. “She wanted to die in Alaska because that’s where she felt the happiest. She thought it was beautiful there.”


“It’s cold in Alaska,” Marie said quietly. “It’s cold, so cold.”


Aaron fell on his knees and made a deep howling sound into his hands.


He had never cried over a girl.

Chapter Seventeen


Long ago in the time before civilization, a person’s death caused everyone in the clan to go into mourning. This reaction continued for a long period of time until, one day, the world no longer seemed to care about who left it.


A herd of passengers rushed out of the Castro Street metro station. Many of them had become agitated, even furious about being stuck on the ‘M’ train for so long. Because of mechanical problems, the train idled in the tunnel for a good half-hour. As soon as it reached the station, the passengers angrily piled out and darted to the surface so they could catch the buses or streetcars.


Aaron was swept up in this mixture of unrelenting, self-centered traffic. San Franciscans were a curious bunch. Unlike most New Yorkers, they were not especially rude. But even more frustrating was how San Franciscans tended to oscillate between two extremes, at once laid back yet confrontational. Aaron too was greatly agitated, but only because of the agitated people who were pressing against him and shoving him up the steps. When he finally made it to the surface, he relished the fresh air that swept him away from the funk of the underground.


Aaron stayed put on the street corner and waited for the crowd to thin out. Then he got an idea about how to pass the time away. He lifted his cell out from his pocket and made a call.


“Hey Mrs. Young,” he greeted warmly.


“Hi Aaron!” Chase’s mother said happily. “How are you?”


Aaron had regularly called Chase’s parents for months after they’d come out to California for her memorial service. Their hearts were warmed over how so many people had come to care for her even though she was just a newcomer to this entire coast of the nation. But they were especially taken aback by Aaron’s tenderness for her.


“Who are you?” Mrs. Young had asked during their first meeting.


With unwavering confidence, Aaron had declared, “I was Chase’s boyfriend.”


The crowd eventually disappeared. Aaron had wandered away from the station so he could get a clear view of the Hot Cookie, a bakeshop across the street that he was eyeing hungrily.


“Sorry,” Mrs. Young said apologetically. She and Aaron had ended their conversation after she switched lines to tend to an important phone call.


“Everything all right?” Aaron said.


But Mrs. Young’s discouraged tone easily gave away the answer.


“Detective Nylund said he got several new leads today, and none of them panned out,” she said. “I’ve got him on the meter for at least another month, so he is going to keep searching for at least that long.”


Mrs. Young spoke with ups and downs that were reflective of either her Filipino upbringing or how she still had not grasped fluidity of the English language. In any case, it was always an entertaining experience listening to her speak with such animation.


She and her husband had arranged for Chase’s memorial service as a formality. Without a body to convince them of her death, they both held fast to the belief that their child was still somewhere waiting to be found. Aaron also retained a significant amount of hope even though the rest of his friends had, much to his horror, gradually began to leave her behind in a world of memories.


 Akira Nylund’s blonde hair and Caucasian facial features betrayed his heritage as a third generation Japanese-American. The private investigator based in San Diego was originally from Minneapolis, where his practice had attained national acclaim for solving over thirty cases that various law enforcement agencies had all but given up on. Mister and Mrs. Young had hired him on a two-month term to search for Chase’s body. It turned out that the authorities had only made an identification based on her wallet and not her actual remains, which were still missing long after most of the crash site had been cleared. Mister and Mrs. Young took solace in the fact that Chase’s body was not the only one missing, and that six more of the “identified” passengers were still unaccounted for.


“He’s a good guy,” Aaron assured. “I’ve read about his work. He’ll come up with something.”


“I’ll give anything to find Chase,” Mrs. Young said shakily.


Aaron swallowed the lump of sadness that formed in my throat. “I know you will.”


On Market Street, several cars angrily honked at one another as traffic became tied up at the intersection. A verbal fight with seemingly every expletive in the book had erupted within what remained of the subway crowd. But Mrs. Young and Aaron remained silent for few thoughtful moments of sad reflection. It did not matter to Aaron that his cell phone minutes were being eaten up. In his mind, he was donating them to Chase’s memory, which he firmly believed would be restored once she was found. Finally, Chase’s mother ignited a new conversation.


“Let me tell you about my daughter,” Mrs. Young began. “When she was small, she was always writing. Every day she wrote in those little black and white notebooks, you know, the ones you get for cheap at the store. I didn’t have to spend much money to make her happy. Just get her the notebook, maybe some new pencils, and she was happy. I bragged to all my friends that she was so independent. She took care of herself when she was small because her dad and me were always working. We wanted to give her a good life here in the States. We did not always understand Chase, especially in high school when she was always sad. But I knew, even when she was small, that she would become very big, very successful. Everyone said she would be a news reporter or an author, and I believed them because I saw it with my own eyes. But I knew she would become something much more. I didn’t always know what she was writing about, but I knew that her mind would change the world. I see that now in you, Aaron. Even though we’ve only known each other a short time, I see how Chase has changed you. I also know, especially now, that the two of you were meant to be together.”


There was no denying the depth of truth that resonated from her words. Chase had indeed changed Aaron for the better. Whereas he was once a man who simply wanted to bring more creative enlightenment to his films, here now stood a man that wanted every corner of enlightenment to illuminate all aspects of his life. Through her heart and spirit, Chase had made him a more complete person.


What Mrs. Young did not know was that Chase had indeed become something more. She had managed to transcend her depression and the temporal barriers of the world to achieve a literal spiritual transformation. The events of their evening together at the Embarcadero Cinema were still fresh in Aaron’s mind. He never forgot the array of light that had filled the theater, or how Chase had managed to penetrate the innermost parts of his psyche. What stood fresh in his mind most of all was Chase’s willingness to bond with him, to make a connection that was intimate on deep emotional and physical levels. Her open heart and free mind had also freed him from his own barriers of misconception and unwillingness. She had shown him more possibilities than he would ever have thought to imagine on his own. Chase’s near-death, in effect, brought Aaron closer to life than he ever was. 


“Aaron?” Mrs. Young asked. “Are you still there?”


Aaron shook his head and snapped himself out of idle thinking.


“Sorry about that,” he said.


“I know you were thinking about what I said. I know that you would not disrespect me by tuning me out,” she said wryly.


I had to chuckle at that.


“I know you young people,” she went on. “Just because you are young in America does not make you different from people like me who were young in our own countries. But I also know you, Aaron. Tell me about what you were thinking.”


“I was thinking…” Aaron began, then trailed off in a sigh.


“I was thinking about how much I miss her,” he said finally.


There was no other, simpler way to articulate the emptiness that screamed from his heart and soul since the night he and was separated from Chase.


Mrs. Young said, “Hold on for just a few seconds, Aaron. I want to read you something.”


As Aaron waited, a bus stopped in front of him. Although it was filled to capacity (and perhaps even more so), only about six passengers disembarked. The bus rolled away, leaving behind a trail of dark smoke. When the smoke finally cleared, there she stood across the street.


“I’m back, Aaron,” Chase’s mother said on the phone.


Aaron’s heart raced but he remained calm in his footsteps.


“Mrs. Young, I have to---”


“Now just hold on for a second,” Mrs. Young said. “Young people are always impatient. That’s not good.”


She stood in front of the bakeshop. She was waiting.


“But I have to---” Aaron said.


“Listen,” Mrs. Young said firmly. “Listen to what I will read to you. It is from a diary entry that Chase showed me the last time she came home.”


That caused Aaron’s attention to return to Mrs. Young, but he remained locked on the figure standing across the street.


“To my diary,” Mrs. Young began. “It’s been a long summer, but I have dealt with Laura’s passing with as much dignity as I can muster. I know it’s what she would want. She would not want the drama.


Mom and dad have been kind, even sweet, these past last few months. They have offered me sympathy when I most needed it. In fact, sometimes they have even eased my grief. I do not like how Laura’s death has brought me closer to them. Couldn’t there have been some better way? But if it weren’t for her passing, I might have continued to delay reconciliation. I might have delayed restoring our relationship to the way it was back in Alaska, when the only things that mattered in the world were snow and hot cocoa.


How I miss those days! And how I miss the days when my world was complete with just a composition book and pen. When did that simplicity morph into something so complicated? At what point was my notebook and pen suddenly not enough? When did I realize that I too need a person, another soul, to inhabit my lonely realm? Aaron Sammler does---”


Aaron crossed the street and met with Chase. Her mother’s voice became her own as she recited that same diary entry.


“Aaron Sammler does not know me, yet my heart feels as if we are being reunited after a thousand year separation. I yearn for the day when he will see in me everything that I have seen in him. Aaron is not perfection, for to dream about falling in love with perfection is to set the stage for nightmares. Aaron is a man, and a man is whom I have fallen in love with. Aaron is a man with all his faults, his ups and downs. There is no one I would rather laugh or cry with, argue with, disagree with, and have a bad day with. I want to share my life with this man knowing that he can never share his with me.


“So I have come to a decision. In whatever time I have with him, for as long as that may last, I will show him as much of my heart as I possibly can. I will abandon my fears and expectations for the sake of honesty, the truth of my heart. I will instill a trust between our souls. I will show him the person who exists beneath this clumsily formed body. He will see everything good that can possibly come from the one person known as Chase Sammler.


“I will tell him about Alaska and how the snow made me glad. I will tell him about my parents and how they tickled me and made me into their Chicken Chaser for many happy years. I will tell him about the stories I have written and the stories I will write. I will show him my favorite movies, take him to quiet spots in the city. Together we will discuss relationships, politics, school, and other levels of thinking that our minds can agree to meet on. I will make him laugh and I will make him feel comfortable, maybe even safe. I will never anger him nor will I ever make him cry. With me he will not experience sadness or despair. I will strive to be his respite, his cloak from the world when it chooses not to understand him. I will be the one who understands him. I will love him.


“I have chosen to instead listen to my heart over the reasoning of my mind. While I know the consequences that this decision could only present, I cannot help but listen to the beating rhythm of my affection. It is pure and without blame. It is a conclusion that has been reached on it’s own without the intellectual trickery and maneuvering of the mind. I will follow my soul where it leads me, for I know that it leads only to one man.


“If, however, our spirits shall not meet, then I will lock away his memory. Life will go on in some fashion, even though it will be an empty existence without the one who provided me with another half, a missing piece. I will learn to live again, though I will not live in nearly the same way as I did when I was at his side.


“Before the terrors of the black oil set in, there was love in my family. Perhaps there was love later on, even though it was masked by the onset of my endless sadness. But in Alaska and all my younger days that followed after that, my parents showed and taught me love. My parents are people worthy of life and all it’s privileges. They have spoiled me with affection, and the time has come for me to pass it on in just the same way.


“I have fallen in love with you, Aaron Sammler.


Would you do the same for me?”


Suddenly the sidewalks became clear and the traffic on Market thinned out. Even the violent mob of disgruntled subway passengers was nothing more than an innocuous group of hippies and bums. 


Aaron and Chase faced one another but said nothing. Their reunion had become a silent meeting of their eyes. 


“Do you see me?” Chase asked finally. 

Her voice was a tiny ripple among the chorus of vehicle motors and street chatter that permeated the city.


A single tear escaped from Chase’s eyes, although she was neither sad nor happy. Her expression was one of vague hope.


Another bus stopped in front of the couple. More passengers exited from this one, allowing more people to board. When the bus rolled away, Aaron and Chase disappeared.

*
*
*


I always wanted medicine, but it was too expensive. Mom and dad also did not think that I needed it. For them, getting medicine was the final proof that I was crazy. I could not blame them. All they wanted was a normal, happy daughter. I could have talked to therapists, but they were merely strangers who were as foreign to me as I was to myself. The suffering was my own, private and lonely. Left in the darkness, silence became my substitute for light. No one ever knew what was wrong and no one ever wanted to discover the truth.


Love did.
