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        “The individual has always had to struggle to keep from being overwhelmed by the tribe. If you try it, you will be lonely often, and sometimes frightened. But no price is too high to pay for the privilege of owning yourself.”
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        “Be yourself, everyone else is taken.”

      

      

      
        
        - Oscar Wilde
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      The first time Abs saw the kid who lived across the hall from her mom, she thought nothing of her. Neighbors seemed to come and go, but her mum, who had lived here since Abs had left home twelve years ago, never seemed to mind. Abs and the girl just nodded to each other like how neighbors do and then went their separate ways. She barely even registered the full bag of groceries that hung in the girl’s hand, but when she thought about it later, she realized it was another one of those signs that she should have picked up on much sooner.

      But she didn’t. She didn’t pick up on the signs, no matter how glaringly obvious they should have been—to her, of all people. When she saw the girl coming home after dark on her own, Abs just assumed she was mature for her age. She just thought she was a ‘good kid’. Quiet and respectful, and always willing to help her parents.

      It wasn’t until garbage day when Abs suspected something was up. She offered to take the trash out for her mom on her way out of the building, and that was when she spotted the girl from across the hall. Gracie, her mom had said her name was. She was coming out of her own apartment with a black garbage bag in her hands, practically dragging it along the floor because it was too heavy. Gracie closed the door behind her, and hoisted the bag up with both hands to carry it as she headed towards the stairs. As she did so, Abs heard a noise coming from inside the girl’s bag.

      The hollow sound of glass knocking against glass.

      The sound caught Abs’s attention as she followed behind the girl towards the stairwell—a gentle clink as the bag swayed with every footstep. It was unmistakable.

      Sure, it could have been something else; it could have been jars of pasta sauce, or glass milk bottles, or a bunch of other things. It wasn’t necessarily bottles of alcohol.

      But it sure sounded like it. It sounded exactly like those bags Abs would haul out to the recycling late at night as a teenager, long after her father had passed out in an armchair with his mouth open in a snore.

      Abs followed the teenager down to the garbage disposal. There wasn’t a trash chute in her mom’s building, so all the residents had to go to the first floor to dump their garbage in the dumpster by the alley. The two walked down the stairwell in silence, with Gracie leading the way until they reached the fire escape door that led outside.

      “You want me to take that out for you?” Abs offered. She knew the dumpster was close enough so the girl could most likely just throw it in, but she felt bad for the kid. She knew how heavy those garbage bags could be when you were young, especially after lugging them down three flights of stairs.

      Gracie looked around in surprise, as though she’d somehow forgotten that Abs was there. She looked her up and down, a little suspiciously, before finally nodding.

      “Sure.”

      Abs bent down to grab the bag from Gracie’s hand, lifting it up easily. It was heavy, but she managed to lift it as though it weighed nothing at all.

      “Mind holding the door open for me?” Abs asked, before stepping out into the alleyway.

      The chilly night air bit at her face as Abs stepped out into the darkness between the apartment building and the weak light that hung over the dumpster. With the ease and grace of someone who’d done this a hundred times before, Abs swung the first bag up and into the dumpster, closely followed by the second.

      Before stepping back into the building, Abs looked up and down the dark alley. To her left, the alley led out onto the street where the distant lamps cast an orange glow. To her right, the alley came to an abrupt dead end where the building stopped. She couldn’t even tell how far back that was though, because none of the lights stretched that far. Beyond the circle of light that came from the open fire escape, the rest of the alley was an inky dark void.

      Yeah, Abs decided. She definitely wouldn’t have let her own teenage daughter, if she had one, down here to take out the trash at night. Hell, she didn’t even feel that safe out here.

      “You coming in?” Gracie called from the doorway. “Or should I just leave you out there?”

      “I’m coming.” Abs drew her gaze from the darkness of the alley and turned back to Gracie, who was waiting for her, half hanging out of the doorway. Abs stepped back inside, letting the door swing shut behind her, and double checked that it had locked.

      The two began walking back up the staircase towards their floor, side by side, in an uncomfortable silence. Gracie had her hands stuffed deep into the pockets of her jeans, with her head bent down low to avoid eye contact.

      “You’re Gracie, right?” Abs said finally. The teenager just nodded silently. “I’m Maria’s daughter, Abby, but everyone calls me Abs.”

      “Oh, right?” Gracie’s voice sounded distant, like she wasn’t even really paying attention. “Fire.”

      “Guess that makes us sort of like neighbors, huh?” Abs chuckled nervously. She had no children of her own, and no siblings either, which meant no young nieces or nephews. She always felt so hopeless at talking to anyone under the age of eighteen.

      “Do you live with your mom?” Gracie asked.

      “Well, no,” Abs admitted.

      “Then we’re not neighbors,” Gracie said flatly.

      Shit, okay, kid. Fuck me for trying to make conversation then.

      “I guess not,” Abs agreed, deciding it was best to just keep her mouth shut. Gracie clearly didn’t want to talk, and it was understandable. If she was a teenager, she probably wouldn’t have wanted to talk to the weird, friendly adult daughter of her neighbor, either.

      As they reached their floor, Gracie turned to Abs, looking her in the eyes. “Thanks for doing that.”

      “No problem.” Abs offered a friendly smile; one Gracie didn’t bother returning. “I’ll see you around, I guess.”

      “Yeah. See you around.” Gracie walked past Abs to get to her apartment. She pushed the door open – not much, just enough to slip inside – and then the door closed and latched behind her.

      Abs unlocked the door to her mom’s apartment and wandered inside, kicking off her shoes by the doorway. Her mom was right where she’d left her, bustling around the kitchen.

      “I bumped into that kid again. What are you doing?”

      “Nothing,” her mom called out, her head halfway into one of the cupboards. “What kid?”

      “The kid from across the hall. Gracie.”

      Abs narrowed her eyes as she took a step towards her mother. Although the layout of her apartment kitchen was different to the kitchen of Abs’s childhood home, her mother was a slave to routine, and she’d organized her kitchen in much the same way as her old one. That was why Abs knew, without even looking into the cupboard, that her mother was hunting for baking supplies. The cupboard to the right of the stove had always been reserved for baking trays, cake tins, mixing bowls and scales. Always.

      “Are you baking something?”

      Her mother paused and drew her head out of the cupboard meekly. “Maybe.”

      “Don’t you dare. You know what the doctor said.” Abs pointed down to the cast on her mother’s right hand, the one she’d been sporting for two weeks now. “No lifting or strain. Let it heal.”

      “But you’ve been doing so much for me the past couple of weeks. I just wanted to give you something—as a thank you.”

      “You can thank me by not damaging your wrist any more than it already is.” Abs helped her mother up off the kitchen floor with a smile, before pulling her sleeve back. “You don’t want to end up like me, do you?”

      She held her hand up, wiggling her fingers. Under the bright kitchen lights, the thin scars that ran along her thumb and index finger showed up clearly against her tanned skin.

      “Okay, okay.” Her mother waved her away with her one good hand. “I get your point. I won’t do anything for myself, I’ll just sit here like some old woman, waiting for my daughter to take care of me. You may as well just throw me in a home right now.”

      “Okay.” Abs grinned. “You want me to drop you off on my way home?”

      A broken wrist wasn’t the end of the world. In fact, it wasn’t even the end of the year—the doctors had assured her mom that she should only need the cast for eight weeks, maybe even a little less. But of course, in the meantime, it meant that she needed to rely on her daughter to do things like carry the laundry down to the basement, or take out the heavy garbage bags that she needed two hands for. Even baking with her heavy trays and thick glass mixing bowls would strain her wrist.

      Perhaps that stubbornness was woven deep into her mother’s DNA, though. After all, Abs had been the same after the operation on her hand, and still stubbornly claimed that it wasn’t as bad as the doctors had made it out to be.

      “Anyway,” her mom said, eager to change the subject. “You said you saw Gracie?”

      “Yeah, she was taking out the garbage for her parents.” Abs paused, thinking about the sound of bottles clinking together inside the garbage bag. Maybe she was just being paranoid. Maybe she was just projecting her own childhood memories onto the girl and her family.

      “It’s her father that lives across the hall.” Abs’s mother scowled at the door, like she could see through it and into the other apartment. “Her parents are divorced. And it’s no surprise why.”

      “Not a fan of your next-door neighbor?” Abs asked, leaning on the kitchen counter. There was a pause, while her mother struggled to find the right way to express just why she found the man so intolerable.

      “Ed reminds me—of your father.” It was the only way she could sum it up, but it was enough. More than enough, in fact, for Abs to understand; not just her mother’s expression, but Gracie’s behavior.

      Suddenly, coming home with grocery shopping made sense. Getting herself to and from school alone, even though this wasn’t exactly a safe part of the city, made sense. She wasn’t just a ‘good kid’. She wasn’t just ‘mature for her age,’ or any of the other ways that Abs herself had been described when she was growing up.

      “Oh,” was all she could say.

      “Hmm.” Her mother nodded with a sigh. “If anything, he’s worse than your father. I mean, at least he seemed to care about your well-being. But Ed…I don’t know, maybe I’m judging him too hastily. But whenever I talk to him about Gracie, he just seems so…cold.”

      “Poor kid,” Abs said quietly, looking back towards the door she’d just come through. She couldn’t help but feel just a little guilty for overlooking the signs. Gracie wasn’t helping out with chores when she took the garbage out; she didn’t have a choice in the matter. She wasn’t mature for her age when she picked up groceries after school; she just knew that if she didn’t, she would go hungry.
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      It was cold when Abs woke up the next morning. She knew that before she’d even gotten out of bed, just from how stiff her hands were. Her hands always ached in the mornings; maybe it was something about not using them for a few hours, however, cold mornings were always the worst. It hurt to even clench them into fists.

      Most of the time, it was pretty easy for Abs to forget about the injury that had cut her career so short. The vast majority of the time, the injury was little more than a scar she could catch in certain lights, and a pain when she worked out on the punching bags for too long. But the mornings were a sharp reminder.

      She hauled herself out of bed with a grunt, wincing as her bare feet hit the cold floorboards. Yeah, it was a cold morning.

      Holding onto a hot cup of coffee helped some mornings, so her first stop was the kitchen. She barely held back a yawn as the coffee machine whirred away, and when it was ready, she curled the fingers of her right hand around it, closing her eyes as she waited for some pain and stiffness to subside.

      Her mom had joked on more than one occasion that Abs was more of an old woman than she was. Right now, hunched over the kitchen countertop trying to ease her aching wrists, she certainly felt like an arthritic senior.

      Twenty-nine years old with the hands of a seventy year old.

      The first cup of coffee didn’t do much to ease the pain in her hand, and neither did the second. A firm massage while scowling at her hand helped a little, but almost as soon as she pulled her good hand away and the pressure was gone, the pain returned.

      So it was going to be one of those days.

      Reluctantly, Abs pulled out the compression glove her mom had bought her, from the back of the closet where she’d stuffed it. She’d always been too stubborn to get herself one, sneering at the ‘perfect for arthritis’ label on the packaging; she wasn’t actually riddled with arthritis, as much as everyone joked about it. But her mom had bought it for her, and as much as she hated to admit it, the glove helped on the bad days.

      She pulled it on, wincing as the fabric tightened around her fingers. It limited her mobility a little, but hell, on a morning like this, her mobility was limited anyway. Abs clenched her hand into a fist experimentally, only managing to close it loosely before it became too painful to do so. If she couldn’t even form a proper fist, work was going to be hard.

      “Hell,” Abs whispered to herself. “I guess I’m on desk duty then.”

      Sapphy’s gym was fast earning itself a reputation as one of the best all womens gym in the city, and it was only a ten minute drive from Abs’s place. Built in the remnants of an old warehouse, it wasn’t much to look at from the outside.

      The painted brick walls were cool in a sort of run-down industrial hipster kind of way, but to an outsider it might have just looked a little unloved and underfunded. Even the sign above the heavy metal door that bore the gym’s name was beginning to fade. But rather than replace Sapphy, who owned the gym, she claimed it added to the aesthetic.

      Abs passed by the reception desk in the lobby—today manned by Shannon, the sweet college student who was more of a cardio bunny than a boxer. She was scrolling through her phone when Abs pushed the heavy, dark gray door open. The whoosh of air that followed Abs into the building caused Shannon to look up, and then she quickly fumbled to hide the phone out of sight. Realizing it was only Abs though, she relaxed.

      “Morning, Abs,” she called out, waving at her. Abs held up her good hand in a wave, smiling gently.

      “You should put that thing away, you know.”

      “I don’t use it when the clients come in,” she assured, without looking up from her phone.

      “You’d better not, and don’t let Sapphy catch you or she’ll find more stuff to keep you busy.” Abs smiled gently, before heading through the double doors that led into the gym where she could hear the faint sounds of a few early birds already working out.

      Her office was next to Sapphy’s, up a flight of stairs to the side of the main floor of the gym. The big windows gave a great view of the main floor, from the boxing ring itself to the punching bags and speed bags that were suspended along the far wall.

      Abs threw herself down into her chair with a heavy sigh, looking at the calendar on her desk. She had three private classes today, including one before lunch, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to teach any of them with her hand hurting like this.

      Her gaze shifted from the calendar to the framed photograph beside it. It was an old picture—taken when she was still competing. Her arm was slung around the shoulder of a taller woman with rich, tanned skin, her hair pulled back from her face in a tight bun. Abs herself had hair even shorter than what it was now, and it was her natural color—a mousy brown—it looked alien to her now, given she’d dyed it blonde in recent years. A medal hung around her neck.

      Both women were flushed, dripping with sweat, and even in the photograph Abs could tell they were exhausted. The photo had been taken mere seconds after they’d both clambered out of the ring, and even though they were both tired, they looked happy. They were beaming at the camera.

      It was the only match she’d ever fought against her best friend, Sapphy. They had been in the same weight class back when Abs had fought in the ring, and they had attended college in the same city. With a shared competitive spirit and ‘work hard, play hard’ attitude, it took no one by surprise when they quickly became close friends. Although they’d always fought matches in the same circles and shared many of the same opponents, it took years before they went up against each other. Sapphy had transitioned more into Muay Thai for a while too, but it was a move that Abs had wanted to follow.

      It was an odd thing, to want to pummel your best friend into the mat, but Abs could still remember just how excited they’d both been to fight each other. It had been the most fun she’d had during training, and when the match was over, she gladly slung her arms around her best friend’s neck and laughed. They’d both talked about a rematch in the next season, and Sapphy had promised her that the next time they fought, she’d win.

      They never got a rematch. That picture was taken only a couple of weeks before the car accident, and it was one of the last fights Abs ever had.

      When Abs had been in the accident, Sapphy had been there for her. She’d arrived at the hospital before Abs’s own mother, after hearing about it from some other friends who’d been in the area at the time. When the pain meds had kicked in, she was the one to make a note of everything her friend had said, and when the meds had worn off, she had been the one to gather Abs up in her arms and cuddle her.

      She was a rock, a constant. Of course, Abs’s mom had been there by her side too, and Abs was forever grateful for that, but her mother’s sympathy couldn’t compare to Sapphy’s empathy. Abs felt like she had to put on a brave face for her mom’s sake, but with Sapphy, she’d been able to cry, scream, mourn. And she’d done all of those things. They had been through so much together that when Sapphy had asked her to be her right hand in her new gym, Abs had immediately said yes.

      She was in charge of training staff and dealt with much of the day to day minutiae, which Sapphy didn’t care for, as well as head up training classes herself.

      My right hand…

      The irony of Sapphy’s words rang in Abs’s ears. Pulling her phone from her pocket, she winced as her fingers curled around it. Yeah, there was no way she was going to be able to teach classes with her hand like this.

      Need you in my office ASAP.

      She sent the text to Logan before tossing her phone on the desk, massaging the thumb and forefinger in an attempt to ease the aching. It hadn’t been this bad in a long time, and normally by now the pain would have subsided enough that Abs would be able to get on with her day. But apparently today she’d managed to seriously piss off some magic karmic being, and this was her punishment.

      Logan walked in without bothering to knock, just like always. As she came into her office, Abs sat upright, dropping her hand on the desk. Logan didn’t need to see how much pain she was in.

      “You called, oh fearless leader?” Logan dropped into the chair across from Abs with a smile.

      While Abs was officially second in command, she never lauded that position over anyone. They were a team and to make it work, everyone had to work together and pull their weight. In turn, that meant she was open to as much teasing as any of the other instructors.

      “I’ve got a few classes today that I’ll need you to take, if you can. Reggie Thompson has a match in a couple of weeks. She was going to spend a couple of hours working with me. Then I’ve got two classes with some rookies in the afternoon. Can you pick them up for me?”

      “Why d’you need me to take them?” Logan asked. Of course, it would have been too much to hope that Logan would just accept the job without asking questions.

      “Busy day.” Abs lied, shrugging. “Sapphy wants me to get the staffing budgets done for next quarter, and I need to get a head start.”

      “Is that right?” Logan cocked her head to one side, looking her friend up and down slowly. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with that compression glove on your hand, would it?”

      Abs slipped her hand from the desk to her lap quickly, even though she knew it was too late. Logan had seen it, and she’d known Abs long enough to put two and two together. But still, she gave it one more shot. “Nope.”

      Logan sighed heavily, leaning forward so her elbows rested on the desk. A line appeared between her brows as she frowned at Abs. “You know, if the pain’s getting bad again⁠—”

      “It’s just a little stiff, that’s all.”

      “If the pain’s getting bad again,” Logan repeated, a little more forcefully. “You should go see your doctor. Maybe something’s wrong with the pins in your hand? You know, sometimes the body can just start rejecting implants, or there could be an infection, or⁠—”

      “Thank you, Doctor House,” Abs quipped, cutting across her. She knew that Logan was trying to help, she knew that she was worried. But Abs didn’t want her to worry. She didn’t want pity either. “I’ll be okay. It’s just worse on the cold days.”

      Logan sat back, folding her arms over her chest. She didn’t exactly look comforted by that, but she knew Abs was too stubborn to change her mind. “I’ll take your classes, don’t worry about it. But I still think you should get a second opinion from a doctor.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Abs smiled gently. “I get it.”

      She watched Logan leave, and when the door closed behind her friend, Abs leaned back in her chair again, massaging along the thin scar of her forefinger. Perhaps Logan was right. Perhaps she did need to go see her doctor.
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      The pain had subsided back to normal levels by the time Abs’s afternoon classes rolled around, so she spent the majority of her time after lunch watching rookie fighters stumble around the ring. Maybe to an outsider they wouldn’t have looked too bad, but Abs picked up on everything. Every heavy footstep, every missed opportunity for a jab.

      After she finished her last class of the day, Abs headed to her mom’s place to see if there was anything she needed done in the apartment. At first, her mom was adamant that there was nothing and that Abs should just head home instead, but after a few moments of prodding her, Abs spotted the laundry hamper was close to overflowing.

      “You were planning on carrying this all the way to the basement, were you?” she said pointedly, before filling up a laundry bag.

      As Abs left the apartment and closed it behind her, she heard the door to Gracie’s apartment open. She turned at the noise, half expecting to see Gracie at the doorway. Instead, she came face to face with a man she’d never seen before.

      Ed.

      He wasn’t what Abs expected at all. In her head, he looked a little something like her father; unshaven, three or four days out from his last shower, and stinking of booze. She expected to see a man with bleary, red-rimmed eyes, a perpetual slur, and a beer belly.

      That was nothing like how Ed really
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