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Prologue

 


In the Land of the Forsaken

Miracle Valley Orphanage, Salem, West
Virginia 2017

 


Man is the cruelest
animal.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“Hold my hand, and think of, of, of
chocolate,” the boy, no more than ten years old said to a girl
around the same age. “It hurts less if you try and think of happy
things.” 

The little girl had cried so hard, her voice
was lost. All that could be heard were small sobs coming from under
chapped lips that belonged to a pretty face, evident regardless of
the grime covering it. She had dark, matted hair that reached the
length of her knees. The boy wondered if that’s why she was named
Raven. 

The boy had been here in this godless place
for months and became very familiar with all the ways the staff
could hurt you. But Raven had only been here for two weeks. And
even though he was young, the cruel treatment he’d been subjected
to, aged him. 

Beatings had a way of doing that. And when
Raven arrived at what was passing for an orphanage and school, he
saw the same fear on her face that he had when he first arrived.
That helpless vulnerability reflected back at him hurt more than
the nightly beatings he endured. 

The superintendent of the school liked to
talk about God. But there was no God in the eyes of the orphans,
only vacant looks and hollow cheeks. God had left them a long time
ago.

Until Raven. 

If God was responsible for creating Raven,
then he had to have some good in him. 

“What’s your favorite candy bar?” the little
boy asked. He squeezed Raven’s hand tighter hoping to take her mind
off what was coming for them. She looked over to him wide-eyed,
scared, her mouth forming a perfect O. “Mine’s a Snickers. What’s
yours?” Footsteps were fast approaching. 

“Fifth Avenue,” she said in a breathy
whisper. 

“What does that taste like?” he asked,
continuing to try distracting her from the monsters coming. He
couldn’t remember the last time he had a candy bar, or anything
sweet for that matter. 

“Peanut butter,” she answered, leaning in
closer toward him. 

“I like peanut butter, too. Do you want to
play a game with me?” His heart picked up at the sound of footsteps
getting closer and closer. He didn’t have much time. “They don’t
hit you as much if you don’t cry. You can cry later, I promise. If
you squeeze yourself tight, like your body is a fist, it doesn’t
hurt as bad when they hit you. Do that. And don’t cry. If you don’t
cry, you can have my peanut butter sandwich tomorrow. And you can
cry later when they can’t hear you.” 

“I’m scared. I don’t want them to hurt me
again. I’m scared. I’m scared. I’m scared.” Raven’s voice was shaky
and beginning to escalate in tone. 

“Shhh,” the boy whispered. “Don’t be scared.
I’ll be here with you. Do what I told you. And you can cry later.
Promise me,” he said. He knew if she cried out, they would hit her
twice as hard and long. “Please.” 

Raven looked as though she could understand
the urgency and sincerity in his eyes. She trusted him. 

“Do it now!” the boy said urgently. He
squeezed her hand as they both heard the creaking floor come to a
stop and the hinges on the door take over where the footsteps left
off. 

“Wicked, wicked, wicked! There’s only one
way to repent. We can’t take a pound of flesh, but we can whip you
as though we meant to,” one of the staff said accompanied by the
cracking of a belt. 

This time, they only got ten lashes across
the backs of their bare legs. As promised, the boy held Raven as
she cried into his shoulder. “You did good. I don’t think you
breathed the whole time. You are definitely getting my peanut
butter sandwich tomorrow.” 

They sat like that long after the lights
went out. The boy had prayed for salvation. For a family to love
him. He’d dreamt of days going to regular school, having friends,
family, food when he was hungry, clothes that weren’t riddled with
holes and too small for his growing frame. He’d prayed for the
Christmases he used to have before his mother died, ones where they
had a tree and candy for days. He’d prayed for a miracle. And after
enduring beating after beating, having nearly lost faith in
everything, Raven appeared. 

He prayed no more. Because he had her. They
had each other. He had someone to protect. And he shared his peanut
butter sandwiches with her and after warming up to him, leaning on
him for protection, growing to trust him, Raven shared something
with him as well. 

The God Note. 

In the dark, long after everyone went to
bed, Raven told the boy she had a gift she wanted to share with
him. She had nothing else to offer. She explained to him that her
voice could reach an octave few could, discovered in a church long
ago, when church mattered. Raven went on to tell him the same
stories that had been told to her about The God Note. 

“Mama said when we listen to music with this
note, it brings out the calm hiding in us. It is said to take after
God’s own voice. Mama said The God Note is so serene it touches the
soul.” 

The boy sat in silence and shock in the
filthy hellhole they were trying to pass off as an orphanage,
utterly paralyzed and captivated. 

Raven’s mouth fell slightly agape, the
purest, most divine sounds escaping through cracked lips that he’d
ever heard. And in this hell, he believed in her, believed he’d not
been forsaken. After all, how could something so beautiful exist
otherwise? 

And this was their haven, her angelic voice
to soothe him from the constant nightmares, coupled with his sense
of duty to always protect her. He often provoked the staff in the
hope they’d wear themselves out on him and leave Raven
alone. 

Days turned into weeks. Weeks turned into
months. Their hopes of ever being adopted were growing slimmer. But
they had each other. The ten-year-old scrawny boy turned into a
mean twelve-year-old who was getting bigger and harder, except for
his time with Raven. She tethered him to what was left of goodness.
And he held onto that because he hated everything and everyone
else. 

“Promise we will always be together?” Raven
asked one night as they clung onto each other, huddled together
after a beating neither of them managed to evade this
time. 

“I promise,” the boy answered, fighting the
anger that burned inside him. They’d really hurt her this time. He
knew because she quit crying a long time ago, but tonight there
were fresh tears on her face. 

He wouldn’t always be helpless. 

Raven sat there, leaning against him, her
head tucked under his chin, and through tears and pain, she managed
to sing a song for him. Just for him. It was eerie. It was
haunting. It seemed to capture their hellish childhood, each note
lifting higher and higher into heavens they themselves could never
seem to reach. When she was finished, all he could manage to say
through his own tears was, “I’ve never heard that one. It was so
beautiful. Thank you. What’s it called?” 

“‘The Joshua Song’,” Raven whispered into
his shoulder, her face still damp from crying. 

The boy’s heart broke over and over. He was
used to having his name attached to screaming and being slung at
him in hateful ways by staff. He was not used to his name being
treated with such kindness and care. 

But promises made in hell couldn’t be kept,
only mocked. That was the last night he heard her sing. In the
morning, she was gone. Her bed was empty. He sat with a peanut
butter sandwich in his hands, vacant, his soul finally having been
destroyed. 

He didn’t care about food. 

He no longer flinched at the
beatings. 

He didn’t feel anything. 


Chapter One 

Josh

 


A Lost Soul

 


To live is to suffer, to
survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“What the fuck are you looking at?” I said
to a group of kids gawking at me. I stepped down off the bus with
the rest of the group from River Ridge. Today was our first day at
North Harrison High School and though it was a new school to me, it
was like the tenth one I’d been to in two years, a perk of the
foster care system. You never stayed in the same place very long,
we were just shuffled around like cattle. Sure, me getting into
fight after fight and being expelled had a lot to do with it, but
what the hell did I care?

At least River Ridge Alternative Home was
better than that hellhole I’d lived in longer than any human
should. I only had the rest of this year and next before I aged out
of the system, and then, well, I was getting out of school, out of
the system, out of the state. I would never look back. 

The stares got old. “Kids from River Ridge”
always came with a stigma. We were bad, used, unwanted, and often
treated subhuman by the rest of society. I could hear whispers down
the hallways as I walked by kids my age—sixteen, maybe seventeen-years-old kids—who were privileged and had no idea what the back of
a hand ever felt like, or worse, a belt. Or my personal favorite, a
switch freshly picked and still green so it wouldn’t break, and
also covered with thorns. There were the teachers who overlooked us
assuming because we were products of the system, we weren’t, I
don’t know, worth teaching. Social workers who were mentally burned
out by the fucked-up cases washed to the shore of their desks every
Monday morning. Fucked-up kids like me they couldn’t really help
anyway.

What the fuck did they know about
me? Not a damn thing. 

I can’t say I was friends with the others
from River Ridge, but we were cut from the same cloth, and as the
saying goes, “Birds of a feather flock together.” We were
that—birds made up of unwanted, bent,
colorless feathers. We would likely sit at the same lunch table, go
through the same rinse-and-repeat daily motions of living, but most
of the time, we never spoke to each other. Matt, Tommy, Rick, Dylan
… it didn’t matter. They could all have the same name. Same kind of
story, different face, different school. But ultimately the same
old shit.

I’d nearly made it through the day, sitting
in the back of my classes, keeping my head low, never engaging,
because honestly, I couldn’t give a shit about Shakespeare, or what
the fuck region-part-of-the-world-dumbass-shit was known for rich
agriculture. I could read on my own, watch YouTube, teach myself
like I had my entire life. I simply didn’t care about any of these
people or what came out of their mouths.

That was until I walked down the hall to
find my last period class—gym. I stopped
dead in my tracks, the weight of the voice I was listening to was
like anvils on my feet. I knew that voice, would know it anywhere.
That voice had been my only comfort in the dark when the demons
came to hurt me. That voice somehow haunted me, soothed me,
tortured me, then left me like a thief in the
night. 

Anxiety unfurled in my chest like a
malignant cancer spreading throughout, invading my nervous system.
I was struggling to regulate my breathing, struggling to regain
control, like my body was a bag of marbles someone dropped on the
floor.

I closed my eyes. 

Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe
out. 

I opened my eyes, clenched my fists, and
slowly put one foot in front of the other, following the voice as
though someone left a breadcrumb trail until I reached the source.
I stood in the doorway leading to an auditorium. The doorway was
dark much in the way it is when stepping into a movie
theater—dark and quiet except for what’s
on stage.

And in this case, it wasn’t what was on the
stage, but who. 

Center stage, under cascading white lights
as though an artificial god himself were shining down on her, stood
a ghost. A ghost with long dark hair. Gone were the bruises. Gone
were the tears. Gone were the wide, frightened eyes of the young
girl I knew. In her place stood a confident-looking,
ebony-haired beauty.

My heart hammered away in my chest.

Thump. Thump. Thump.

I wasn’t looking at a ghost.

I was looking at Raven. And she wasn’t a
ghost, wasn’t dead. She was very much alive.


Chapter Two

Raven

 


Until We Meet Again

 


There are no beautiful
surfaces without a terrible depth.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“I think we stand more than a good chance of
winning if you keep singing like that!” Mrs. Smithson said with all
the enthusiasm she could muster. I loved my choir teacher. She was
so patient and kind with me. I never wanted to sing again. I never
wanted to do anything again, really, after living through the hell
that was Miracle Valley Orphanage. But Mrs. Smithson found me,
heard me rather, late one night when she was delivering what
she later told me were weekly donations made by her church and the
Board of Education to the orphanage. 

I’ll never forget the hand that clamped down
over my mouth. I’ll never forget that night.

****

The girl had fallen asleep after a beating
she’d not gotten in several weeks. Joshua had always taken them for
her, and she could do nothing to give back what he shielded her
from, so she’d worked on a song in her heart to convey how much
he’d meant to her. 

And even after getting beaten, she could see
the fire and hate in Joshua’s eyes. A hate for the staff that put
them through hell, that made them feel small and weak. But Josh was
mighty to her. He was strong. He’d saved her so many times,
offering up his flesh instead of hers. But she wasn’t so lucky this
night. 

As she leaned up against him for support,
her legs—blood trickling down them
from the thorny switches used against her flesh—she finally gave him a song all his own. She sang
about their pain, their hearts, their need for each
other—both lights to one another in
the vast darkness.

“I’ve never heard that one. It was so
beautiful. Thank you. What’s it called?” Joshua asked, brushing a
thumb across her tear-stained cheek. 

“ ‘The Joshua Song’,” she answered in a
breathy whisper. Her head was tucked under his chin, her face
against his chest. She could feel the beat of his heart. It picked
up and was soothing—a comforting
sound in the halls of hell. It was the last thing she heard before
drifting off to sleep. 

Joshua must’ve carried her to bed because
the next thing she knew was the feel of a clammy hand coming down
over her mouth and being jerked out of bed and taken down to the
superintendent’s office. 

“You will be leaving us,” he said. He
towered over her, thin pursed lips nearly snarling at her, a look
of savage disgust. “A Mrs. Smithson will be collecting you now with
the clothes on your back.” 

“No! No! No!” the girl screamed, not sure
if this was a nightmare or a dream come true. It all depended on
where Joshua fit into this new situation. “I won’t leave
him!” 

Thwack! The slap across the face was enough
to knock the girl off her feet. She kneeled on the cold floor,
hands cupping her face where she’d just been hit, and she rocked
back and forth. 

“Get up!” the superintendent said,
yanking her by her skinny arm. “And hold your damned tongue!” He
leaned in close enough so only she could hear him. “You ever talk
about the methods we use in order to purge the wickedness out of
you, and on my word, that boy will pay for it tenfold. Do you
understand me?” 

The girl was shaking. The thought that
something else even worse could happen to Joshua was
unbearable. 

“I said, do you understand
me!” 

The girl shook her head until her teeth
rattled. 

She never saw Joshua again.

****

I shook my head, coming back to the present.
I wanted to forget everything about my past except the one person
who haunted me. I could never forget Joshua. I feared the worst.
Mrs. Smithson, after months, pried out of me the horrors endured at
the hands of people in positions of trust and she made it her
life’s mission to shut them down. 

And one day, she, with the help of other
authorities, finally succeeded. But there was no trace of Joshua.
Where’d he go? Had he died? My heart ached every time I ran through
all the possible scenarios. It seemed years ago that I lived
through the hellish abuse at that horrid orphanage and yet, it was
only yesterday. 

Now, six, nearly seven years later, I stood
on stage, being coached by an angel who saved me from a hell where
I left my other savior behind. 

“You’re headed for a scholarship, Raven. You
were blessed with a gift. One in a million,” Mrs. Smithson said
with a broad, genuine smile from cheek to cheek. She took me in.
Saved me. I would be forever grateful for the life she’d given
me. 

“You think—”

We both came to an abrupt halt at the sound
of a fight right outside the auditorium. We headed in that
direction. We walked through the entrance and there were two boys
fighting. One—Jimmy Currence—was a complete jerk. Athletic, popular for all the
wrong reasons, and just a generally crappy person. But the other,
I’d never seen him before. It was hard to get a good look through
flying fists, sprawling bodies, and shouting teachers. I knew there
were several kids starting today from River Ridge Alternative Home
and guessed he was from there. 

“Enough!” Principal Moots shouted. He
grabbed Jimmy by the back of his shirt, separating him from the
other boy, who stood up in time to get another punch at Jimmy. But
when Principal Moots moved Jimmy out of the way, the other boy
punched Principal Moots square in the jaw, busting his lip
evidenced by the trickle of blood running down his chin. 

This boy was in so much trouble. You could
get by with a lot of rule-bending and even breaking, but there was
no tolerance for hitting a teacher. And he didn’t just hit the
teacher, this boy hit the principal. 

“Fuck you!” the boy screamed, as if to put
the final nail in his coffin. 


Chapter Three

Joshua

 


You Can Check Out But You Can Never Leave

 


Be careful, lest in
casting out your demon you exercise the best thing in
you.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“Are you kidding me? You
didn’t just hit a teacher. You hit the principal!” Paul, one of the
live-in counselors said. He let out a frustrated sigh, shoving a
hand through his hair. “What would possess you to do such a thing?
And the other kid…”

“That dick was no kid.
He’s a bully and I’ll beat his ass every day of the damn week!” I
said. I sat on the edge of my cot in a dorm shared with five other
boys my age. It was only Paul and I here at the moment, so I could
not-so-quietly get my ass reamed. 

“Oh, he’s a bully because
he made some snide remark you didn’t like? Or what was it this
time, he was looking at you the wrong way? Save it,” Paul
continued, his frustration mounting. “It’s always something with
you. It wouldn’t matter what school you were placed in, you go
looking for problems.” 

“You don’t know shit about
me—” I began but
he cut me off, and he was angrier this time than I’d ever seen
him. 

“Horseshit!” he screamed,
his face now blood-red with anger. “I didn’t need to read your
chart to find out about you.” 

I jumped up. “Shut.
Up.” 

“Or what? You gonna hit
me? Is that how you solve your problems? With your fists? Learn to
use your words, Joshua. I read your damn chart. So what? The reason
I know about you is because I was you. One recognizes another.
And unlike everyone else in your life, I think there’s more to you
than fighting, than hating, than not giving a shit about anything
or anyone.” 

How could I ever tell him
that long ago I did care about someone? I cared with everything I
had in me and she left me. I’d feared the worst until I saw her
today, all these years later standing on a stage, singing and
breathing, and simply being. 

Turns out I could still
feel things other than hate. When I saw Raven I felt gutted. Felt
absolute betrayal. Felt like that small weak kid too helpless to do
shit. So, did it balance the scales by beating up some jerk who
pissed me off? No. But it felt good in the moment to feel his flesh
break against my fist. I wasn’t that weak kid any longer. He died
in that orphanage. 

“You’re lucky I talked
that kid’s parents out of pressing charges and that I happen to
have a decent rapport with Principal Moots. I’m done talking with
you. You are going to go to school, anger management led by me,
one-on-one, and group therapy at Homeward
Healing.” 

“I’m not doing
shi—” I began but
he lunged at me so fast I had no time to react. He grabbed me by my
collar, inches from my face, so close I could count the stubble on
his chin and he whispered low through gritted
teeth. 

“Yes, you are, by God, if
I have to drag you there every single day. You
will succeed. You
are not a
failure.” And then as if he realized what he was doing, as though
he were struggling with his own ghosts, he gently let me
go. 

And he was right. One did
recognize another, and that was the only reason I didn’t fight him
back. I didn’t have a file to read about him. I read his history in
all the scars on his face, the past in his eyes, the way he carried
himself.

I didn’t need to read some
piece of paper about his life to see he wrestled with demons, was
the product of abuse once upon a time.

And while he had the
luxury of some mechanical report about me and the hellhole I came
from, I doubt it contained any information about the current ghost
that came back to torture me—Raven.


Chapter Four

Raven

 


Coping Skills

 


That which is done out of
love is always beyond good and evil.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


Letting the past go is
harder than you think. Mrs. Smithson—Peg was her first name and what I
called her at home—had me attend group therapy. Initially I didn’t want that. I
didn’t want to talk to anyone about what had happened. But after
several months, I not only essentially graduated, so-to-speak, from
their program, but I opted to attend on my own anyway. It was a
sort of tribe for me. I had choir, I had Peg, I had healthy coping
mechanisms, but there was something about surrounding yourself with
survivors. They reminded you of living despite your past, and
remembering you were never alone. 

“Raven, would you like to
go first?” Jill, our mental health therapist and leader of Homeward
Healing, asked. I’d worked with her for the last two years after
she was promoted due to her mother retiring. “We have some new
faces, and we want to welcome and make them feel
comfortable.”

I briefly glanced up in
their direction and then looked away. I believed some of the new
faces were kids from River Ridge and I knew what it was like to be
new in this group, how skittish you really were. I didn’t want my
curiosity to make them feel like I was staring at or scrutinizing
them. “I’m two weeks away from State championships with the show
choir. I also started reading To Kill a
Mockingbird.” 

“That’s exciting news
about choir and also an excellent book to start on,” Jill said,
uncrossing her legs and leaning forward. “The book certainly shows
the readers the many injustices of the world we live in, and ways
to cope, to be the good in the face of so much
bad.” 

I heard one of the guys
scoff not so quietly, which wasn’t uncommon during someone’s first
visit or two to therapy until they warmed up. Defense mechanisms
and criticism were expected. I quickly glanced in the direction of
the owner of said scoff. He was tall, medium build, had long,
shaggy brown hair, a mop that fell across his forehead, obscuring
his eyes. He sat with his arms crossed, shoulders slouched, visibly
irritated. 

I couldn’t tell for sure
because I quickly looked away, but it felt like his gaze was fixed
on me, and not in a good way. 

“One of the key teaching
moments in the novel is when Atticus tells Jem that courage is when
you’re licked before you begin but you begin anyway and see it
through no matter what,” Jill said. She ignored the body language
of the boy sitting across from her. “What’s important is to do
today what you can live with tomorrow.” 

“And how do you propose to
live with stuff today that was done to you yesterday?” the boy
asked. His voice was low, angry, unsettlingly familiar like a
distant memory. 

“Sometimes leaving the
past in the past is all one can do,” Jill answered. I could see her
assessing whether to continue with him or move on for fear of him
leaving the group altogether. She continued. “All of us that have
been here for a while have identified coping skills. What are some
ways that help you cope with bad things that have happened to
you?” 

I watched him sit up
slowly, hair still obscuring his eyes, his lips curled back in
disgust as he began, “Ways to cope? That’s what you want to know
about me? I was abused. That’s all there is to know.”

“I’m sorry,” Jill said,
and I knew her well enough to know she was sincere. I could see the
hope in her eyes that she was going to make a breakthrough with
this boy, but I wasn’t so sure. He seemed like he could bolt
anytime. Those around him just sat in silence. Maybe they were
making bets of their own about what he would do. 

“I’m not here for your
pity, I’m here because I have to be.” 

“How did you cope with
being abused?” Some force beyond my control compelled me to ask
this intimidating boy, this boy who was somehow calling to me,
stirring up something familiar within the shades of my
memory. 

The boy stood up, much
taller than I thought, or perhaps I felt dwarfed by him. He balled
up his fists by his side, and I could see a tic pulsating in his
jaw. “By giving away peanut butter sandwiches.” 

Tears burned in the
corners of my eyes. My heart picked up. I couldn’t stand up for the
lightheadedness that kept me firmly planted in my seat staring up
at a ghost. I was helpless to reach out to him, to stop him from
walking out the door. I had been sitting in the same room for the
last twenty minutes with the boy who’d rescued me nightly from a
hell I left long ago and yet always stayed with me, always at the
edge of my mind threatening to take over. 

I watched in absolute
shock, in gut-wrenching disbelief as the boy I feared died at the
very hands of the monsters he shielded me from, walked out the
door. 

Joshua was
alive. 


Chapter Five

Joshua

 


In the Ring

 


Whoever fights monsters
should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster.
And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back
into you.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“What’s this?” I asked
Paul. 

“You like to fight, and it
would seem you’re pretty good at it. So am I. Now put your gloves
on,” he said, throwing a pair of boxing gloves at me. They hit me
square in the chest. “This is your one-on-one time with me. It’s
either this or juvie.” 

I slid the boxing gloves
on. They felt foreign on my hands. 

“Come on. Get in the
ring.” 

I gave him a passive look
but thought I’d entertain him and amuse myself in the process. I
lifted the rope up and over my head. 

“Put your front toe and
back heel on the center of this line,” Paul said, pointing to the
mat. “Put your dominant hand in the back like this,” he said,
demonstrating the same pose with his hands. “Now brace yourself
evenly on both feet. Bend your knees slightly. Elbows down, hands
up, head behind your gloves, chin slightly down, and make sure your
gaze is over your gloves so you can see.”

I did as instructed, and
Paul positioned himself the same way. 

“Now, I want you to turn
your whole body and pivot your feet on all punches except when you
jab. Make sure your non-punching hand is defending the other side
of your body, or you will be left vulnerable to attack. Breathe out
sharply on every shot you take. And now I’m going to show you the
most important move in boxing.” 

“This is
stup—” I didn’t
get to finish the word for being knocked off my feet. I landed flat
on my back with a thud. 

“Not liking puppies is
stupid. Boxing, however, is a clever sport and a great way for you
to exercise your anger issues. Pun intended. Now, get up. Let’s go
again.” 

A bit shocked, I was slow
to my feet. 

“Now, do you want to learn
how to do that?” 

I nodded my
head.

“Resume your
position.”

I placed myself in the
same way I was before he knocked me off my feet.

“Now, keeping the rest of
your body still, extend your left fist straight forward and breathe
out sharply when you punch, rotating your fist to land with the
palm down, like this.” Paul demonstrated what he expected out of
me. “Now, pull your hand back immediately after so you can continue
defending yourself.” He proceeded to show me an
uppercut. 

Swing after swing I missed
him. My arms were tired. 

“Come on! Again!” he
screamed. “Again! Again!” 

I swung at him, but it was
like my arms swinging in water. “You’re not trying hard enough. Do
what I told you and you will be able to hit me.” 

I tried again. And again.
And again. 

“You’re not following my
directions,” Paul said. “And until you can follow simple
directions, you will never make simple progress.” 

His words burned inside
me, and I sprung on him, but he was too quick. He pinned me to the
floor and I couldn’t move. 

“That’s not how you box,
Joshua. That’s how you be a coward.”

“I’m not a damn coward,” I
said through gritted teeth, grunting. 

“Yes. You are. And a
bully. You are becoming what you hate.” 

The anger searing through
me compelled me to fight against him, but try as I might, Paul was
too strong for me. He kept me pinned there, his face inches from
mine. 

“It’s time to let go. It’s
time to listen. It’s time you get a damn haircut instead of hiding
scars with your hair. I see them on your face. Wear them with
pride. Each cut is a badge of courage. Be proud for what you
survived, and for whoever you protected, because I suspect you did
your fair share of that too. And these scars are not the work of a
coward or a bully, but of someone who was once brave. Draw from
that well once more. Do these things and be …
free.” 

I could see a hard truth
staring back at me in his eyes. I didn’t know how to let go. My
hate was all I had. My anger is what kept me company when all else
had gone. Aside from my mother, I only ever cared for one person in
my entire life and she left me. She was that fine thread holding me
together and then the thread broke, that cord that kept me fighting
for two weak and vulnerable children who should’ve never had to
fight. Raven was gone. Until I heard her voice a few days ago, a
voice so moving and serene that if there was a God, it had to be
crafted from that divine hand. 

Why had she forsaken
me? 

I looked long and hard at
Paul. I counted the scars across his face, down his neck. There
were three burn scars from what I guess were from cigarettes,
littered down his left jawline. Each held a story. Maybe stories
like mine. 

When I thought of Raven,
my chest constricted. The memories of her burned through my
mind. 

I looked Paul square in
the eyes. I relaxed my body so he knew I wouldn’t try to fight
back. Aside from Raven, there was one other thing in life I chased,
wanted so bad I could taste it. But it always eluded me. Looking at
Paul, and truly seeing him for what he had to offer, I felt the
smallest hope rise in me. “I want to be free.” 


Chapter Six

Raven

 


The Sinner

 


Convictions are more
dangerous foes of truth than lies.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“Raven, I’ve worked with
you long enough to know something is very wrong. And without
insulting or pushing you, I can’t help you if you don’t let me in,”
Jill said from behind me. I was sitting outside on the front deck
of Homeward Healing, legs dangling off the porch, the rhythmic
movements of swinging my legs somehow soothing. She gently lowered
herself down beside me. “Who was that?” she asked. 

How could I ever answer
that? Who was he?
He was the boy who took me in under his broken
wings and protected me from a hell I was still climbing out of. He
was the boy who comforted me when he needed comforting himself. He
was my cheerleader, my friend, my everything, and we were torn
apart. After fighting legal battle after legal battle to get that
shithole shut down, he was gone. But I simply answered by saying,
“Joshua.” 

She nodded her head in
understanding. “The
Joshua you were in the orphanage
with?” 

Fresh tears sprung in my
eyes. 

“Oh, Raven. I can’t
imagine what you’re feeling right now.” After all this time, I
still struggled with kindness. It was sometimes harder to take than
when someone was cruel to you. Conditioning, I
guess. 

I allowed the tears to
spill over. It was all I could offer to the universe in tribute to
Joshua. Tears for Joshua. Tears for what we’d gone through. Tears
for what he had to suffer long after I’d been saved. I knew what
hell looked like. One particular night it looked like a
five-by-eight room with no lights. 

****

“You are never going to
believe what I got!” Raven whispered in excitement to Joshua. She’d
been too excited to wait until the night when no one was around to
show him what she swiped for him. Her heart was racing with
joy.

Joshua looked over both
his shoulders. Feeding time wasn’t the best time to do anything but
try to eat unnoticed by staff who were looking for ways to
humiliate you. 

“Maybe later?” Joshua
said, but it fell on excited and deaf ears. He could see she wasn’t
listening to anything he said. 

Before he had time to
react, Raven pulled out a Snickers candy bar under the lunch table
and showed him. “I got this for you! I was cleaning the
superintendent’s office and he had a jar full of them! Do you
believe it?” 

“Silence!” screamed one
of the staff in their direction. 

“Oh God, hurry and put
it up—” 

Joshua heard footsteps
behind him and quickly grabbed the candy bar from Raven’s hands. He
went to hide it under his shirt before getting caught, but it was
too late. 

“Thief!” staff seethed.
This particular staff member was known for hating Joshua. Joshua
had made him look a fool six months ago after winning an
arm-wrestling contest the staff made him compete in. Why he tried
instead of letting the staff belittle him, he’d never know. But the
staff staring him down now, didn’t forget. He remembered very well,
and Joshua could almost see the hate being replayed over in his
eyes. 

“It
was—”
Raven began but Joshua stomped on her foot under the table, a
gesture he prayed she understood to keep quiet. There would be hell
to pay for this.

“You’ll go in the box
for this. Maybe there you will understand what it means to sin, to
steal, and pray to God for forgiveness.” 

“No!” Raven stood up
and Joshua’s heart dropped. “It’s mine. It’s mine. It’s
mine.”

Joshua shot to his feet,
desperate to save Raven. He placed his lanky body in front of hers
and stared the staff member straight in the eye. He knew this
wouldn’t end well, especially since there was a “show” to put on in
front of the other kids and staff. He’d be made an example of. Some
kids watched, some closed their eyes.

“It’s you who should
pray to God for forgiveness. You coward! You bully! You, you,
you sinner!” There was an audible intake of breaths, the shock at what
was unfolding was nearly tangible in the room. 

The staff member wasn’t
particularly big, but to a couple of kids, he might as well have
been ten feet tall and five hundred pounds. “You. Will. Pay. For.
That.” 

And they did. Joshua with
his flesh, Raven with her eyes. They made her watch as they
stripped him down to his underwear, selecting a thorny switch that
was durable enough to give him twenty licks across his back, his
legs. His backside was red with blood and torn flesh. He didn’t
scream until the end, when they shoved him into the dark
five-by-eight room, locking him in. No food. No water. No light.
Only Raven’s voice on the other side of the wall praying to God,
praying to the universe for salvation from this hell for them both,
and hating herself for having cost him this punishment. It
should’ve been her. It should’ve been her. 

“Joshua?” Raven
whispered, her cheek pressed firmly against the other side of the
wall late at night. “Joshua?” she continued saying his name, her
heart hammering in her chest. He’d been in there for over a day
without anything. What if, what if …. she refused to believe he
could leave her. He promised he would never leave her. That they
would always be together. “Joshua! Please, please answer me.
Please. Don’t leave me all alone.” 

“I’m … here. Never …
leave … you,” Joshua said, in a barely audible
tone. 

“Don’t ever leave me,
Joshua. I’m begging you. One day when we get out of here, we will
go to the beach. Mama took me there once, took me to a place in
North Carolina. The sand was white. There were seashells
everywhere. They were so pretty. She took me to this big long
wooden deck thing that was actually in the water, in the ocean, can
you imagine that? She got me ice cream and we watched the birds fly
over us. It was so pretty and warm. We will go there together
someday when we get out of here. We will build sandcastles. Can you
imagine it?” 

“Castles. Castles.”
Joshua whispered through the wall. “Please … sing for …
me.” 

Raven sang until she fell
asleep leaning up against the outside wall imprisoning him. He’d
been locked away for forty-eight hours. When the staff let him out,
they made him walk in his dried urine-stained underwear through the
dining hall, parading him around with the blood from two days ago
still covering his torn, inflamed flesh. “Behold the
sinner.” 

****

“Survivor’s guilt, Raven.
It’s hard to live with.” 

“But what if he didn’t
survive? What if the Joshua I knew died back there in that
orphanage?” 

“Where there is life,
there is hope. Where there is a will, there is a way. Joshua walked
through these doors. He is alive. And that is all the hope you
need.” 

“But I don’t know
how.” 

“Know how to talk with
him? Connect with him? Fall apart together with him and then build
yourself back up?” Jill said gently. And I knew she was trying to
lead me to the threshold of my own mind. “Raven, you’ve had to
mentally tear down and rebuild so many times in your young life,
maybe it was so you could help Joshua when his time came. You were
sent before him to prepare the way.” 

“Who would’ve thought
living was the hardest part?” I said, looking over to Jill and
appreciating her so much. She’d been nothing but patient and kind
with me. She was truly a wonderful mentor and teacher. I had so
many of those in my life now. I’d never really given up hope that
Joshua was alive. Distance and time never diminished living through
hell together. Once you’d been through that, it always lived with
you.

“Living is hard, but
forgiving and forgetting might be harder. Joshua came here, so that
tells me he’s on the right path. You’ll have to be patient as he
finds his way, navigating out of the darkness of his own mind and
into the light.” 

I’d be patient. I helped
him once make it through the dark. I sang him out of that hellish
box, that prison that contained a helpless boy who braved the
monsters for me. I would be that light again. I would sing him away
from his pain. Like a beacon, I would bring him back. I’d done it
once before. I would do it again.


Chapter Seven

Joshua

 


The Box

 


That which does not kill
us makes us stronger.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


I sat on the edge of my
cot, hands shoved through my hair, anxiety building at the thought
of seeing Raven again. Not only were we at the same school, but
apparently we saw the same therapist. It occurred to me that if
Raven also saw a therapist, she had been trying to deal with our
past too. I just didn’t know where I fit into that. Were we two
kids that went through hell together and that’s where
we ended? Had she
ever thought of me like I did her? Had she moved on as though I
were nothing?

A week had passed, and I
hadn’t seen her. Granted, I didn’t go out of my way, and it would
seem based off that first day at school, we didn’t have any classes
together, but I did think I’d see her at therapy. There was a sense
of dread and relief at the same time. I had so much to say and
didn’t know how to say it. 

“You ready?” Paul asked,
sticking his head through the doorway. 

I nodded, standing up,
grabbing my boxing gloves. Turns out Paul knew what he was talking
about. Boxing was hard but it felt good, it felt …
purposeful. 

We drove in his Tacoma to
the gym. Most of the time the air was filled with silence, but it
was a therapeutic silence. Today, however, he chose to talk on the
way there. 

“Jill tells me you don’t
interact much with the group.” 

I looked over at him. “I
don’t have anything to say.” 

“Okay,” Paul said, turning
his gaze back to the road. “Are you at least listening to what the
others say?” 

“Most of the time they
talk about movies, or what plans they have,” I answered, looking
away from him, gazing out the window. 

“And?” 

“And what?” I
asked. 

“And what do you take away
from that?” 

“I could care
less.” 

“No. That’s not what I’m
looking for,” Paul said, turning left down East
Main. 

“I don’t know what you
mean,” I said. Truly, I wasn’t sure where he was going with
this. 

“Joshua, part of being
free is learning how to live. I would say learning how to live
again, but in your case, I don’t think you’ve lived at all. You
should want to watch movies, read books, go do shit kids your age
are doing. Part of therapy is talking about living.” 

For so long, I was too
busy trying to survive to live. 

“If you could go anywhere,
where would you go?” Paul asked. I knew he was trying to engage me
in conversation, and I wanted to try. Aside from Raven, no one ever
gave a shit about my thoughts or feelings, so after a while, I just
quit all of it … thinking, hoping, wanting, dreaming. Because it
got me nowhere. Until recently. I wanted to shed the
chains. 

I thought back to a time
long ago, when I dreamed of going places. I turned to him and
answered, “A beach in North Carolina.” 

“A beach? Cool, cool.
Which one? There are many.” 

“The one with white sand
and a pier that goes out into the ocean. The one where you can
stand on the pier and watch birds fly over your head.” The same one
where there were seashells and sandcastles. The one I’d dreamed of
going to with Raven a long time ago. 

Paul pulled into the gym,
a gravel parking lot behind a large three-story brick building. He
turned the engine off and opened the door. He paused. “I think I
know the place. When we get back, I want you to look up North
Carolina’s Outer Banks. There’s all the white sand you could
imagine.”

The Outer Banks. I made a
mental note, climbed down from the truck, and followed Paul in,
gloves slung over my shoulder. 

I walked in the gym,
gloves on, ready to get on the other side of the rope. Instead of
entering the ring, I froze, watching a kid my age finish off a
Snickers candy bar. My head started pounding, ears started ringing,
the room spinning, becoming darker and darker. 

****

“Sinners get punished.”
Thwack! Joshua could feel his flesh stick to the thorns as the
switch was brought down across his backside again, and again, and
again. He knew somewhere through the pain, the wetness trickling
down his legs was the blood brought on by the beating. He could
hear Raven scream and cry, begging that fell on deaf
ears. 

“Please, stop! Please!
Please! Please!” Raven pleaded. 

“You will watch so you
know what price you pay for stealing and the consequences of
helping a thief.” 

Joshua felt himself being
stood up. His legs were giving out on him, and he’d used all his
strength to endure the beating without giving them the satisfaction
of his screams. But they knew how to make him scream. The dark. He
could handle the pain, the beatings, the hunger, but not the dark.
He was scared to death of the dark, the uncertainty of it, the
monsters that came out to torment you unseen. 

“No! No! No!” Joshua
screamed, a feral cry bellowing out in desperation to avoid the
abyss. 

But the staff didn’t care.
They shoved him into a small cramped room big enough for him to lay
down in. Nothing more. Like a casket. There was no light. There was
no food. There was no water. There was no bed. There was no
toilet. 

He wanted to die, but the
voice of Raven reached him in the dark, pulling him out of the
mouth of the beast. She always brought him back. 

****

“Joshua! Joshua! Look at
me!” someone screamed at me. I could hear them, but when I felt
hands on my shoulders I swung. 

“No! No! No!” I swung,
kicked, came undone. I was back there in that fucking box of a room
with no light. I was that twelve-year-old pissing down his legs,
the urine burning open wounds, terrified not of
death—death was
welcome. I was terrified of what they’d do to Raven, but more
importantly, that I’d never see her again. How could I see her face
or hear her voice from the grave? 

“Joshua! Joshua, it’s okay. It’s
okay. Look at me. Look at me. Breathe. Breathe. In. Out.
Breathe. You are here. You are safe. You are safe. Breathe.” Paul
swatted my flailing hands away, pinning my arms at my side. “Look
at me. Just look at me. It’s okay. It’s okay.” 

I was breathing
heavily. 

“It’s okay. It’s okay. You
are here. With me. With Paul. I’m here. You are safe. Breathe in
and out, like this,” he said. He pursed his lips and was breathing
audibly, in through his nose and blowing out of his lips to coach
me through my anxiety and panic. 

My head was fuzzy, like I
was seeing through tunnel vision. I was trying so hard to focus on
him, but there were times like this when I was that helpless,
worthless, little kid in that fucking orphanage. 

“Let it go. Let it go. You
are strong. You are worthy. You are here, surviving, living. You
are alive, Joshua,” Paul continued. “You matter.” 

“I. Am. Free.” I said each
word, digging from depths unknown. If I said those words enough,
I’d believe them. It would be true. It would be real. Something I’d
wanted for so long and nearly gave up ever having: freedom from the
past. 

Paul nodded. “Yes, Joshua.
You are free.” 


Chapter
Eight 

Raven

 


The In Between

 


They call you heartless;
but you have a heart and I love you for being ashamed to show
it.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


“I never knew what
happened to him,” I said to Jill. I had deliberately been coming
after hours to meet with her. I had so much to say to Joshua, so
many unresolved things. Never in a million years did I expect to
have him walk into a therapy session. Never had I imagined him
being in the same school as me. I ran so many different scenarios
through my head, but this was never one of them. And I didn’t know
what to do with those feelings. 

“Since the last time you
and I met, I read his case file a little more thoroughly. HIPAA
prevents me from discussing his personal info—”

I cut her off. “You don’t
have to tell me, I was there. I lived it.” 

“Of course you did,” Jill
said, sitting down behind her desk. “But I think what needs to
happen is somehow you must find closure. I think the problem here,
aside from the obvious, is you need to know what life was like for
him when you left. It’s the in-between then and now. There’s too
much unresolved. Miracle Valley was shut down in 2019. He went to
several different foster homes, group homes, until ultimately
ending up in River Ridge. He’s been there the longest, but it’s his
story to tell. Miracle Valley was the worst, however. That’s what I
can and will tell you.” 

So, he was in that
hellhole for another six months after I was saved. I wondered if
he’d always been in and around the surrounding counties and just no
way or means to find me. I couldn’t bear to think of it. That close
and yet that far apart. Did he have any friends? Ever? Did he know
a kindness? My heart felt like it could burst, this ache building
in me was almost too much to bear. 

****

A few days passed and
still no sign of Joshua. Jill assured me he was keeping his therapy
times at Homeward Healing, and as much as I wanted to see him, I
wanted to give him his space. I told Peg about Joshua. She was
overjoyed he’d turned up alive, and while she never pried either, I
think she understood I was still wrestling with the past, unsure of
how to move forward. 

I was never a great
swimmer, and these were the roughest waters I’d ever been in. I had
thirty minutes before my next class so I decided to return
To Kill A Mockingbird. There were hardly any students in the library. Usually they
would come in to use the computer lab or work on a project, but it
was rare to see kids simply perusing the books. I could never
understand why. I mean, there were so many great books out there,
so many worlds. Reading was my favorite thing, but then again when
you’d been deprived of the simplest pleasures, reading a book
sounded like heaven to someone like me. 

I turned the corner in
time to hear laughter. Laughter that was subtle, low, deep, yet
smooth at the same time. Laughter I was unfamiliar with and yet
called to me simultaneously with a force I couldn’t work against. I
followed the sound, that
sound, so soothing, so compelling like the Pied
Piper, until I found its owner. 

I stood frozen, like my
feet had been cemented to the floor, staring at a boy who was
holding a novel, open between two large hands, leafing through page
after page, laughing softly to himself, oblivious to the rest of
the world around him. 

His hair was no longer
obscuring his eyes. I could see his face. His hair had been pulled
back in a ponytail at the base of his neck. I could see from here
the faintest of scars—whitened from healing and time—trailing down his face, and yet he
was … striking. I hadn’t given any consideration in that regard,
but seeing him, hearing him, it was an undeniable truth. He’d grown
into a handsome guy. 

As children, Joshua and I
spent months being keenly aware of someone’s gaze upon us. You
didn’t have much defense except to be aware, to not be surprised,
that you could at least brace yourself for what was coming. I’m
sure he felt my stare in no time as he quickly flicked his gaze up
to me. The smile slowly melted off his face, but he continued to
stand there, book open in his hands, looking at
me. 

I moved forward slowly,
unsure if he’d bolt. 

“What are you reading?” I
asked, looking down at the book in his hands. 

“Oh, uh, something from
David Sedaris,” Joshua said, closing the book and looking slightly
embarrassed. 

“I’m familiar with him.
Jill had one of his novels that she left out in her office, and I
picked it up. He’s pretty funny,” I said, trying to make small
talk. There was so much that lay open between us, so many years, so
many scars. I’d spent nights with Joshua holding and comforting me.
Two scared kids huddled together—him holding me telling me it would
be okay, and me singing to him to soothe his fears. Never did I
think we’d end up in a library together talking about funny
essays. 

“Yeah,” Joshua said, and I
could see a nervous tic begin to develop in his left cheek. “He
is.” 

“Joshua,
I…” 

“I-I-I have, I’m in River
Ridge—” 

“I know,” I said, nodding
my head. I could see he was struggling too. I wondered if we would
always be two lost kids at sea constantly fighting the currents,
trying not to drown. Did we know how to do anything
else?

“I’m in, that’s to say,
I’m box … I’m taking boxing, I mean, I’m not a boxer, it’s just,
ugh, and I’ve got a, a match, I…” Joshua was so nervous, my heart
broke for him. He was trying. So hard. 

“That’s wonderful. Can I
come to it?” I asked, hoping his nerves were what he was struggling
with and not the desire to get away from me.

He relaxed his shoulders
and nodded. 

I let out a sigh
internally, thankful that I didn’t misread him. We’d been avoiding
each other, when really what we’d been avoiding was the
past. 

“Can I walk with you to
your next class?” Joshua asked, and I could see uncertainty all
over him. 

“Yeah, sure,” I said. I
quickly dropped off my book at the counter and we walked in silence
down the hallway. People stared at us, or rather, I’d say they were
staring at him. The new kid from River Ridge, the kid from the
alternative home, the kid who punched the principal. But they
didn’t know Joshua and they certainly didn’t know me, the real me,
the me who at one point in time only had Joshua in the entire
world. 

I didn’t know this version
of Joshua. I wanted to. I was hoping the therapy was helping him to
not turn into what we both hated the most—a bully. We’d been humiliated,
starved, beaten, all those things no human being should ever have
to endure. But that first day here, I watched him beat up Jimmy
Currence and I watched him hit the principal. 

“This is me,” I said,
stopping and turning to look up at Joshua. 

“My favorite is
When You Are Engulfed in
Flames,” I said, with a slight
smile. 

“Huh?” 

“David Sedaris,” I said,
still smiling at him. I was hoping he would feel comfortable enough
to do the same with me. “My favorite book of his is
When You Are Engulfed in
Flames.” 

“Oh,” he said, laughing.
It was a faint laugh, but I heard it. Heard it all the way to my
heart. 

I remember telling Joshua
about The God Note. His laughter touched my soul all over, warmed
me up in a way that I struggled to find words to fit what I was
feeling. I guess he had a God Note all his own—we’d been too terrified for
laughter. Laughter didn’t exist where we were. Only fear. He’d
never been given the opportunity to laugh or for me to hear it. I
was trying to fight off tears at the thought of being happy in this
moment, that I was alive to hear it now. 


Chapter Nine

Joshua

 


Sinners and
Saints

 


...throw roses into the
abyss and say: ‘Here is my thanks to the monster who didn’t succeed
in swallowing me alive.

―Friedrich
Nietzsche

 


Paul was helping me,
showing me a different way to live. I spent a lot of time in the
library, reading and looking things up. I wanted to see the Outer
Banks of North Carolina, the white sand, the seashells, the long
wooden pier like a boardwalk out into the ocean. But mostly I
thought of Raven. 

Since running into her at
the library, we started there. Maybe that was our mutual meeting
ground, a place surrounded by knowledge, knowledge we’d both been
deprived of, and knowledge was freedom. The things others take for
granted is in bold print to someone like me when neglect is your
constant companion.

Raven was sitting across
from me in the library. She was leafing through a
National Geographic magazine, still dreaming of the world. I would glance at her
periodically, not wanting to get caught staring at
her. 

Her hair was as long as
ever, in tapered layers that framed her face and fell across her
shoulders like an ebony veil. She had gray eyes and flawless skin.
I was so happy they’d not left any visible scars, not for my
sake—she couldn’t
be any more precious to me, scars or no scars—but for her own sake. They were a
harsh reminder every time you looked in the mirror and I didn’t
want that for her. 

Raven was
beautiful. 

I’m sure she could feel my
gaze on her. She quickly looked up and I didn’t flinch, didn’t look
away, instead I held her gaze. 

“Raven, I don’t know how
to be—”

She reached across the
table and gently squeezed my hand. 

“Me either, Joshua.” She
smiled. “But that’s okay. There were a lot of things we didn’t know
how to do, or how to be, but we always managed, and that’s when we
were kids. We’re older now. And … and it’s okay.” 

I don’t know how long we
stayed like that—her squeezing my hand as if to say, we were abused, we survived, now let’s
live—and me
conveying with my gaze that I was trying to swim to shore. The bell
rang, signaling the last period of the day. 

I walked her to her next
class. She paused before going in and turned to me. “I’ll see you
tonight.” 

I balled my hand up and
then stretched my fingers, remembering her holding my hand, not as
the scared child clinging onto what was safe, but as the young
grown-up girl holding the hand of someone she might care for in
other ways. 

It was too much to hope
for, so instead, I smiled and tucked it away as a happy
memory. 

****

Paul wanted to see me in
his office before the night’s match. I knocked on the door and
after waiting for an answer and not getting one, I opened the door
and went in. His office was small, but big enough for a desk, a
chair behind it, in front of it, and a filing cabinet in the left
corner. I glanced around and saw nothing on the walls, no pictures,
nothing. I lowered myself into the chair meant for those coming in
and gazed at his desk. In the middle of it was my file. I could
instantly feel beads of sweat pop up on my brow. In a reflex, I
grabbed it, but another file underneath it caught my
attention. 

File 3674, Male,
Miracle Valley Orphanage, was labeled
on the outside. I went to open the folder but hearing the door
open, I quickly dropped my hands in my lap. 

Paul walked in and looked
at the center of his desk and then to me. I think he knew the files
had been messed with, but he never said anything. He walked around
his desk and sat down across from me. 

“Joshua, you’ve come a
very long way and you have further yet to go. I’m not going to ask
if you’re ready for tonight because I know you
are.” 

“Who’s my opponent?” I
asked. I wondered if it was one of the other kids at the gym or
maybe one of the others I lived with. I knew Paul was working with
a few of my roommates. 
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