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Crystal stretched across her bed, reached for a pillow to hug, and thought about her talk with Mario. What just happened? Last week, she was telling him she’d embarrass him in a spades game if they ever played each other. Today, she was mentally burning his image into her brain and replaying the conversation they’d had so she wouldn’t forget it.

She had been going to the writer’s lounge about four months. Most of the members wrote spoken word poetry, so two months passed before she was comfortable enough to share her song lyrics. Tina had encouraged her to interact with other writers, artists, and creative types since she had become a recluse after her breakup. Although it had been several months, the wounds still felt fresh. Crystal ran her fingers across the back of her neck and thought about how much her ex-boyfriend, Derrick, had hurt her.

I’VE GOT TO MAKE MY OWN WAY! The ringtone she had recorded to motivate herself interrupted her descent into despondency and snapped her back into the moment. Crystal looked at the time on the phone. It was 8:39. 

“Perfect timing, Tina!”

“Okay, so what’s going on? What’s up, Chick?

“Well...I think...yeah, so, I just... Okay. Girl! So, you remember the creative arts meeting you told me to check out? Well, there’s...um, oh, shoot. My face is smiling so hard that I can’t even talk right.”

“Spit it out. What? You sang your new song? You found someone to record it? You met a producer? What? What?”

“I...was asked on a date!” Crystal beamed.

“Okay, before I congratulate you for coming back to enter the world of the living. By date, do you mean a ‘date’ date with a guy who wants to take you out and spend time with you, or do you mean ‘date’ like the parking attendant invited you to stop by his booth to pick up pre-validated parking again? I really can’t be getting excited because you saved $2 in parking lot fees.” Tina had a tendency to be straightforward and could be sarcastic at times, so anyone who didn’t know her might think she was rude. Having grown up with Tina, Crystal thought of her as a sister because they understood each other.

“A date date!” squealed Crystal.

“Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhh, yes! Finally! It’s about time! Not that I was beginning to worry, but...um, yeah, I was beginning to worry,” she teased. “Now, who’s it with, where are you going, and when? Then, we can pick your outfit.”

“Mario...the Hot Spot for ‘Spotlight’...and...I don’t know.”

“Wait? What? How do you have a date without the actual date? Does he know y’all have a date?”

“Yeah, sorta,” Crystal smoothed her pillow as if she were ironing it. “Well, no. Not exactly. Um, as of right now, you’re the only one that knows he and I have a date.”

A fast and continuous knock on the door followed Crystal’s sentence. She hung up the phone while opening the door. Tina shook her head as she entered and sat at the desk. She leaned her arm across the top of the chair, cocked her head to one side, and squinted her eyes at Crystal. 

“I started making my way downstairs when you told me you had a date because I wanted to jump up and down with you from excitement. Now, I’m wondering where I went wrong. Somewhere along the course of our conversations, I seem to have forgotten to inform you that both you and the guy have to know about a date in order for it to count. Otherwise, you’re delusional or are planning to kidnap him. Either way isn’t a good look for you and is likely to greatly cut down your chances of getting any future dates while you’re at this school.”

Crystal doubled over with laughter. “Yes, crazy is definitely not sexy. No, no, it’s not like that.” She caught her breath and climbed onto her bed. “Mario is a guy from the creative arts writing group. He actually helped get it started about three years ago, so he comes back to participate because it’s kind of a part of him even though he’s not a current student anymore.”

“I remember you mentioning his name before. How’d you go from member to date?” 

“I’m getting to that. We all took turns sharing our writing progress. So, it’s my turn, right? I start to say the lyrics to my song as I always do, and he asks me to sing so they can get a better feel for how it should sound. I’m all like, ‘No, no, my voice isn’t good,’ but he’s encouraging me, so I do it. Everybody claps and tells me how great it is, and he’s sitting back smiling and nodding slowly.”

“Niiiiiicccceee,” said Tina.

“I know, right? Well, he said he didn’t bring anything to share and just came out to hear everyone else. No biggie. So, I get ready to leave, and he asks if he can talk to me for a minute. I’m like, ‘Sure.’ So, we’re talking, and he asks me what my inspiration is for the last song because it was really moving. I tell him it’s from pain, fear, wanting to try something new, blah, blah, blah, and we just talked about 15 minutes.”

“Okay.” Tina held her hands open and shrugged as if to ask how the date fit into the story.

“So, he tells me he makes it a point to listen to everyone who reads when he’s here and that he’s been noticing my growth and the depths that I reach when I write. He can tell that I’m not afraid to transfer my full emotional self into my writing. Many people are reserved, and few are brave enough to tap into it. The other thing he noticed is that I seem to have more disappointment or hurt than anything. My conversations and descriptions about myself are very critical. And then...” Crystal trailed off.

“...aaaaannnnnd then what?” Tina prodded.

Crystal hugged her pillow to her chest and leaned against the wall. “And then he told me what he’s observed about me from my group interactions and writing and thought I might like to check out the ‘Hot Spot’ with him on a Thursday night.” Her voice softened. “He said I have a beautiful mind and must have a beautiful spirit to go with it. Mainly, that he’d be honored if I’d let him have the opportunity to get to know me better on a personal level.” She smiled. “No guy has ever called me ‘beautiful.’ I’ve been called ‘cute’ and ‘pretty,’ but no one has ever called me ‘beautiful’ – much less asked to get to know me better because they could hear me through my writing. Girl, I lost it!”

“Lost what?”

“I lost it – whatever ‘it’ is in this instance. I lost it. My eyes kept tearing up, I couldn’t talk, and I couldn’t answer him. I had to have looked crazy.” Crystal widened her eyes to reflect how strange she thought she looked. “He told me I could make it a group date or whatever, but what if I scared him off because I can’t talk around him? What if he doesn’t want me in the group anymore? What if he’s trying to figure out how to turn me down if I call him? Oh, no! What if –” 

“What if you just calm down and accept the fact that you’ve got an open invitation for a date, huh? Tell him you’ll plan for next week so you have time to get your nervous energy out, and we can pick out some non-grandma clothes for you to wear on your date.” Tina frowned with disgust at the closet holding the clothes Crystal had begun wearing several months ago. Sometimes, when Tina cut people off mid-sentence, it helped them focus on the right things. She walked to Crystal and hugged her. “Alright! Congratulations on stepping out of your cave to spend more time with people and almost securing yourself a date. For you, this is major, so we’ll take the little victories. Now, I’m going back to my cupcakes and video games. Your account of this event has managed to kill my desire to study. Everything for the rest of the night needs to either be the edited, short version, or the version where there’s a definitive conclusion.” She laughed. “Dates with only one person knowing when you’ll go out usually ends up with someone arrested.”

“I’m trying.” Crystal giggled and rubbed the back of her neck.

“I know. That’s what makes it both sad and funny. But don’t worry. You’ll be fine. Talk to you later.” She grabbed a soda from the mini refrigerator and let herself out.

Crystal looked at Mario’s number sitting beside the alarm clock – 9:20 p.m. She wondered how late was too late to call to confirm a date. Crystal reached for the card with Mario’s name on it.
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All participants in the creative arts group were given a welcome folder containing the contact information of the English department, in case someone wanted writing assistance, and three senior members. Mario’s information was included since he still led the group. She knew that he hosted open mics for the college but was unaware that he was booked to perform around town until Mario gave her his business card earlier that evening. She would have preferred he write his number instead of passing her his card. Although it felt less personal, at least he hadn’t assumed she’d kept the introduction letter to figure out how to reach him.

What does Mario see in me? Crystal stood in front of the mirror examining her frame. At 5’9” and 125 pounds, she had a slender figure. Size-wise, she would be considered a walking Barbie doll with 32-20-34 measurements, toned stomach, and defined calf muscles developed from years of practicing and performing with her former dance troupe. Her crimped, black tresses reached to the middle of her shoulder blades. She had been wearing her hair stretched out and down or pressed and straight since her breakup. As Crystal’s fingers lightly rubbed the back of her neck, her lips tightened as she thought about how she got her scar.

“Who do you think you are to go through my phone?” bellowed Derrick. “I pay this phone bill, so the only one who has permission to talk on it is me. Don’t touch my shit!”

“I didn’t go through your phone, honest.” Crystal was seated on the edge of the couch. She heard herself talk and hated that she felt and sounded like a child asking not to be grounded for something she didn’t do. Her voice seemed to raise three pitches when Derrick scared her. “I never talked on it to –”

“Shut up. Okay? Just shut up. First of all, your nasty ass hands didn’t need to be on my phone. You just came out the bathroom.” Derrick glared at her while pointing his finger an inch from her nose. 

Crystal didn’t remind him that she always washes her hands before leaving a bathroom. The last time she had spoken after being told to shut up, he backhanded her across her mouth. 

“WELL?” demanded Derrick.

Crystal froze as if she were a statue and only able to ask questions with her eyes, but she dared not make eye contact while he was loud. The back of her mouth tasted acidic. The objects around her became a blur. The tears she’d pleaded not to form fell after he jabbed her forehead with the finger he’d had in her face. Well what? What do you want me to say? Why are you always so angry at me? I keep trying, but I only seem to make you more and more angry no matter how hard I try. What am I doing wrong?

“Oh, now you don’t wanna talk? You had so much mouth just a few minutes ago since you wanted to be all up in my phone having a conversation. Where’s your mouth now?” Derrick was practically growling. He held his face close enough to breathe on her as if daring her to challenge him.

“I was trying to get the phone to you before it stopped ringing because I thought it might be important. I...I didn’t talk to anyone,” stuttered Crystal.

“I...I didn’t talk to anyone,” Derrick mocked. He pushed her head sideways with his palm before walking to the kitchen. “So how the FUCK did you know who was on the phone then?”

Crystal clasped her hands together as if to hold her own hand for comfort. “The name showed up on the phone, and I thought you might want to know who it was when I passed it to you.”

“So, how do you explain why the phone was answered before I got to it then, huh?”

Crystal desperately tried to remember whether she accidentally answered the phone. “I guess...I may have pushed the button when I picked it up? I’m not sure. I don’t remember, but I didn’t talk to anyone, honest.”

Derrick grabbed her counseling book off the counter and threw it at her, hitting her in the shoulder. “Oh, so I’m supposed to be stupid now, huh? What? You think you can take a fancy college course and try to run some reverse psychology shit on me?” 

He stormed toward Crystal, grabbed her wrist, and yanked her like a ragdoll toward the bathroom.

“I wasn’t trying to trick you-hoo-hoo.” Crystal was becoming panicky. He had never flown into a rage before, and it terrified her. “Let go! You’re hurting me! Derrick, you’re hurting me!” 

Derrick’s hold now felt like handcuffs, and she was unable to escape. She had never hoped to learn about a vice grip through experience and feared what would happen when he decided to let go.

“So, now you aren’t just lying to me, but you wanna lie on me? Nobody’s beating you! You’re whining like I punched you. What? You trying to get me arrested on false charges?” He turned on the water for the sink. “I told you.” He shoved her face under the faucet, holding his hand against her jawbone to prevent her from lifting her head. “Don’t put your nasty ass hands on my shit. This is water. Use it!” 

Crystal attempted to protect her skull with her hand as Derrick pressed her forehead into the porcelain. He poured water over her face. When she covered her nose for fear of drowning, he used her hair to snatch her up to look at him. The jerking action resulted in a large cut across the back of her hand instead of near her eye.

“Please let me go,” she begged. “I don’t know what I did wrong. I’m sorry for whatever I did, Derrick. I’m sorry.”

“That’s what’s wrong with you. You’re always sorry. Then you don’t even know why you’re sorry, which makes your apology BULLSHIT!” Derrick punched the mirror on the door for emphasis, cracking it in the process. “You are sorry! You’re a sorry sack of shit! That’s why I hate you!” 

With every insult, Derrick shoved her into the door against the already damaged mirror. On the third push, Crystal let out a sound that can only be compared to a cat caught in a steel trap. She became hysterical, blindly swinging and kicking as she continued to let out blood-curdling screams. Moments later, members of the football and basketball teams had kicked in the apartment door and were beating on Derrick. 

Most of the next two hours were a blur, but Crystal knew the neighbor apartment girls had taken her to the hospital where she met Chantrice, her domestic violence counselor. Doctors removed shards of glass that had caused lacerations and remained lodged in her skin when she was shoved into the broken mirror. However, stitches were required due to the gash that came from the 3-inch piece that had to be cut out since it was pushed into her neck during Derrick’s rage.

Crystal lightly rubbed the permanent scar on her neck. She hated having a physical reminder of that night. Seven months had gone by, yet she still experienced occasional nerve pain from the injury. She did her nightly routine of plaiting big braids and tied a scarf on her hair. She loved the look of her braidout. Plus, the length was now long enough to cover the scar and let her hide her eyes if she couldn’t get past her shyness when she felt people were looking at her.

I’VE GOT TO MAKE MY OWN WAY! Tina was calling again.

“Hello?”

“Yeah, so...you didn’t tell me. This Mario guy. Does he look good? I mean I need to know what we’re working with before we go get you an outfit.”

Crystal smiled. “Let me pop popcorn because I can see this being a very detailed question-and-answer session.”
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Crunch, crunch, crunch, sploosh! The melting snow gave way under Crystal’s Timberland boots. Southeastern Virginia doesn’t get much snowfall during the year. The winter storm hit at the end of the season in mid-March and caught everyone off guard. It started on Thursday evening and wiped out everyone’s weekend plans, but it was almost completely melted four days later with 50-degree weather. It was 4:00 p.m. on the second Monday of the month, which meant that Chantrice was waiting for her to arrive for their monthly domestic violence counseling session. Crystal picked up her pace but did not risk running for fear of falling. The last thing she wanted was to be a viral star for slipping on an ice patch and sliding across the parking lot on her butt. YouTube had funny videos, but she did not want to become YouTube famous for being a klutz. She had spent so much time stressing over the upcoming night’s meeting that she lost track of time.

“Glad you made it.” Chantrice held the door open for Crystal. “I was beginning to get worried.”

“Sorry I’m late.” Crystal sat in her favorite seat. “I got lost in my thoughts and almost forgot.”

“Really?” Chantrice usually watched Crystal for a minute or two, allowing her time to relax and open up about what was happening in her life. 

Crystal fidgeted in the arm chair, rubbed her neck, swiped her arm as if some bug had climbed on her, and stared out the window. 

“Is this about Derrick’s release next month?”

Crystal turned with surprise. “Oh, shoot! I totally forgot that he would be getting out of jail soon.” That reminder brought another level of anxiety. “It seems like he was just sentenced last month.”

Crystal knew her counselor was observing her movements. She rubbed her hands across her jeans as if using them in place of napkins. 

“So, what’s been on your mind that has you so distracted, nervous, and disorganized that you’ve forgotten about Derrick’s release? Not that I want you to harp on him and what he does. I’m glad to see we’re getting to a point where he’s not at the forefront of your mind and that you’re moving forward with your life. So...share. What’s going on?”

“Mario.”

“Mario? Mario....? Mario, is he part of your writing group?”

“Yes.” Crystal grinned sheepishly.

“Hmm. What’s that look for?”

“He asked me out.”

“Ah.” Chantrice sat back in her chair, crossed her ankles, and nodded.

“He’s really smart, talented, nice-looking, and...” Crystal suddenly closed her mouth.

“Well, don’t let me stop you. Feel free to talk.” 

Crystal gave Chantrice the condensed version of her conversation with Mario.

“Okay, well, what do you want to do? How do you feel about him?”

Crystal rubbed the back of her neck, “I like him – at least – what I know about him. He seems like a great guy.”

“We’re almost out of time for today, so I won’t keep you long. I’m not here to tell you what to do. I’m here to support your recovery and help you find options for decisions you believe will work best for you.” Chantrice uncrossed her ankles and sat forward. “This is the first time I’ve heard you express an interest in dating anybody since the incident with Derrick in August. My suggestion is that you take it slowly and maybe even date more than one guy. That’s usually a personal preference, but some date multiple people until they decide to commit to one person. My primary concern is that you might project a knight in shining armor image onto this new guy, Martin.”

“Mario.”

“Right, Mario. Sorry. Just...try not to set either of you up for him to fill a role he might not fit. I’m not saying that he isn’t the one.” Chantrice made air quotes. “All I’m saying is to take your time. Try not to transfer your desire for someone to protect you from all harm onto him, which might include penalizing him for mistakes anyone can make unintentionally. Be aware of signs of abuse we’ve discussed over the last few months, but don’t want to make him pay for reminding you of Derrick or punishing him for things he ‘might’ do. Some risks are good for our lives, but we don’t want to rush in heart-first and lose the ability to make wise decisions with our heads.”

“I understand.” Crystal looked at a spot on the floor and felt as if the air had just been released from her balloon. She smiled weakly and stood to leave. “I’ll see you next month.”

Crystal made sure she was scheduled for the same time slot for the second Monday in April before walking back across campus. Am I jumping into this too soon? I don’t think I am. I mean, it HAS been seven months. Crystal touched the scar on her neck. Maybe I think Mario looks good because he asked me out? Nah. That man is foine.

HE WAN COME GET ME! The ringtone of the song she wrote with her sister could only mean one thing – one of her siblings was calling. Having a dancehall ringtone for her brothers and sisters helped her feel a bit more connected to them. She was one of two of them who had never visited the Virgin Islands to see the birthplace of their father. 

“Hey, Baby Sis!” greeted Crystal.

“Hiyee!” sang Renee. “Guess whose birthday is coming up?”

“Hold on...lemme think,” teased Crystal. Renee liked to plan for birthdays a week after the one she had just finished celebrating. Her calling about it could only mean she was about to give a verbal invitation. “Let’s see. It’s March now, so that means the next major birthday celebration is Darnell’s in June!”

“What?”

“Just kidding!”

“I was about to say. You’re not allowed to forget. I’m the baby. Ya gotta love me and my birthday.”

“Yes, I know. I’m sure you’d stamp it on my birth certificate if you were allowed.”

“Ha. Ha. Ha. You’re so funny,” Renee said dryly. “Anyway, I’ll be down that weekend. Saturday will be my birthday celebration day. My friend’s cousin is competing in some kind of discovering talent show hoopla, and I’ve got four tickets. Two for us, one for my boyfriend, and one for his frat brother – your date.”

“My what?”

“Your date. You know, that dirty four-letter word that you seem to have removed from your vocabulary. Sister Dear, it is time to move on and meet somebody.”

“I’ve met...people.”

“I’ve met clowns, but that doesn’t mean I want one as a boyfriend. C’mon! It’s time to get back in the saddle. You’re so behind the game that you need a jumpstart. Channel your inner hoe, get some, and let’s roll.”

“I am not channeling anything,” said Crystal in a slightly irritated and fake dignified voice. “What makes you think I haven’t met somebody?”

“Seven months of no reports,” Renee said matter-of-factly.

“It just so happens that I have a very strong...potential date. And...he gave me his business card to call him some time.”

“His business card? Yeah, okay. I’mma go ahead and reserve your spot with William. Call me if anything changes. Love you.”

Okay. Well, now I just sound pathetic when I say it out loud. When did dating become complicated? Sheesh! I haven’t even gotten to that part yet. When did setting up the date become so difficult?

She looked at her watch. She had just enough time to join Tina, Shayla, and Wyn at the dining hall before the group meeting. Shayla and Wyn didn’t know about Mario, and Crystal wanted to keep it that way until she was certain she’d be getting back in the saddle. It was bad enough that she hadn’t worked up the courage to call Mario to accept his invitation. It had been almost two weeks since she last saw him. She skipped last week’s meeting because she was too nervous to say something to him, and their only interaction was on Monday evenings. 

No, it’s just not worth listening to two more people give me advice when I’m already worked up about it.

“Hey, Crystal! What’s up? Anything major happening with you?” Wyn asked.

“Not really. What’s going on with y’all?” Crystal’s eyes met Tina’s as if to say, “Not a single word about Mario.” 

Tina raised her eyebrows as if to say, “Are you sure? Well, okay,” before turning to listen to Wyn talk about her activities over the weekend.

After 10 years of friendship, Tina and Crystal could almost have a short, complete conversation without talking. While that wasn’t ideal because she wanted Tina’s input on how to approach tonight, it was helpful to know Tina wouldn’t press the issue and embarrass her.
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“What’s up, everybody?” asked Mario. 

The group gave a low murmured response. 

“I’m glad you could make it out today. I know we all can’t make it to every meeting, but it’s good to see your smiling faces on a day like today with snow still on the ground.” 

Crystal pulled her lips in and avoided eye contact with him when she noticed Mario looked directly at her when he mentioned smiles. 

“Ayo! It’s almost springtime. Time for new things, new adventures, and new written pieces.” 

The group applauded, drummed on the table, and started naming poets they want to hear. 

“The snowstorm hit on Thursday, so the Hot Spot and several open mic places were closed.”

“Man, I was ready to get onstage for the first time, too,” complained Jay, the newest member of the group. “I’ve been practicing in the mirror like you said.”

“Cool. Cool. So, why don’t you show us some of what you got? You don’t have to go full-on like boom, boom, boom. Just give us some of your work. How ‘bout we start with Jay, and then we take volunteers from there?”

Crystal had arrived just as the meeting was starting, so the only seat left was four seats away from Mario on a diagonal. She wasn’t sure if that helped this evening because she could now make direct eye contact from her seat. Feeling his gaze on her throughout the night caused her
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