
	Fight or flight? This has always been the way of Lindo Santiago’s life, and he has always chosen to fight. He has prepared for world championship boxing glory his entire career. From the Mexican slums to the hard streets of Hollywood, he gave it everything. Lindo thought he was ready until his world title shot arrived and almost killed him. Now, forced to retire by the California State Athletic Commission, he has defied the odds by surviving a three-month coma and severe brain injury.

	Forced to choose a new path, to live a different life, Lindo is certain he can do it, with the help of Xu, a mysterious spirit force of a man who emerged in the darkest days of Lindo’s coma. Xu and Lindo’s homosexuality are his biggest secrets. Encouraged to take his first vacation ever, Lindo flies to Honolulu where Xu becomes more potent, yet more mysterious. Signs are everywhere that Lindo must choose between love and death, and he also must decide whether to enter into a relationship with a hot local, Turner Cypriano. But if he does, what will that mean for Xu?

	 


The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

	 

	Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage the electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

	 

	XU

	Copyright © 2018 A.J. Llewellyn

	ISBN: 978-1-4874-1924-0

	Cover art by Martine Jardin

	 

	All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the publisher.

	 

	Published by eXtasy Books Inc or

	Devine Destinies, an imprint of eXtasy Books Inc

	Look for us online at:

	www.eXtasybooks.com or www.devinedestinies.com

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	XU

	 

	 

	By

	 

	 

	A.J. Llewellyn

	 


 

	 

	Dedication

	 

	 

	In Memory of Jimmy Garcia, 1971-1995. Via con Dios

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	“First of all, I would like to make this clear; this session is not a witch hunt.”

	The acting director of the California State Athletic Commission looked at everybody around the table, his expression stern.

	“That’s good,” Lindo said. “Because I forgot my broom.”

	His little joke eased the tension in the room, but the director wasn’t smiling. It was well-known he didn’t appreciate his temporary appointment to CSAC, and he’d flown to the meeting in Los Angeles from his office in Sacramento under sufferance.

	Having made this single comment, the man sat back and pretended to look interested.

	“Lindo has been out of the hospital for two weeks, so please be patient with him. Today is a big day for him,” Marcella told those gathered at the meeting. She looked at Lindo. “Can you please tell us what you remember about the fight?”

	He was glad she’d taken up the lead. She was his doctor, and he trusted her. He could remember snatches of the fight. Moments of it flashed into his mind. Little snippets, like a moving, blood-splattered collage came to him when he least expected it. That was the way he would describe it now, except he didn’t. He was afraid they’d all think he was nuts.

	The conference room felt stifling hot. He longed to ask the commission official who ran the LA office to please crank up the air conditioning. It was the worst heatwave on record. What was worse was that there was no view. No windows. The room felt closed-in and smelled musty. Somebody in the room had gotten heavy-handed with Brut aftershave. Ugh. The feeling of confinement was worse than the hospital, plus everything seemed to be covered in a fine layer of dust.

	Lindo licked his lips. So dry.

	He concentrated as hard as he could. His mind was like a gray fog. He waded, as if his whole body fought through dark clouds, the chill touching his skin, searching... hoping for the memories that had just started to return.

	“I remember the bell.”

	“The opening bell?” Marcella sounded surprised.

	“Don’t put words in his mouth,” somebody whispered. Somebody else pressed a bottle into Lindo’s hand. It felt cold, slick, and smooth. Water. He longed to sip, but his mind drifted so easily these days.

	“I don’t remember.”

	He lapsed into silence, trying not to think about the bottle in his hand. Think, Lindo, think.

	“I remember the weigh-in for the fight.” He smiled now. He hadn’t thought about that in weeks. That was a good sign. “I remember Castillo failed to make weight.”

	“Yes, that’s right.” Marcella sounded excited.

	“The bell. I keep hearing the damned bell.”

	His mind wasn’t drifting, Lindo realized it now. “I remember the weigh-in right before the fight. I remember it!”

	He punched the air in victory. His eyes came into focus and Marcella was sitting across the table from him, beaming. Beside her, Jose Sulaiman, president of the World Boxing Council looked haunted. Dear Mr. Sulaiman who had been to the hospital many times when Lindo was in a coma. He remembered the man’s thick Mexican accent, and his lovely words, urging him to recovery, telling him all the beautiful things life had waiting for him outside of the boxing ring.

	Lindo felt the stares from the other people in the room but focused on the man who cared so much about boxers that he strove daily to make their lives better.

	“Mr. Sulaiman, this wasn’t your fault,” Lindo said.

	The older man blinked back tears and shook his head.

	“I should never have let you take this fight.”

	Mr. Sulaiman had been so kind to him from the time they met five years before at a dirty gym in Guadalajara to the day Lindo immigrated to the US after becoming the Mexican national champion. Mr. Sulaiman got him every fight opportunity he said he would. When Lindo began competing on the international level, the older man took an interest in his life, urging him to save his money for his post-boxing career days. Lindo listened, even as he climbed to the top of several sanctioning bodies’ ledgers.

	The money had started coming in, and the urge to spend it was great, but fear of returning to a life of poverty kept his ego in check.

	He became the legitimate contender for the WBC crown and wanted that one badly. Mr. Sulaiman wasn’t wild about the Cannon brothers who were eager to manage, train and promote him, but Lindo needed people with marketing savvy behind him.

	They got him promotional deals, TV exposure, and helped broker the biggest fight of his career.

	And then he almost died.

	Marcella reached over and opened the water bottle for Lindo.

	“Drink,” she said, patting his hand. He took a long pull of the liquid. He noticed the acting director of CSAC’s furtively glance at him. He had an odd look in his eyes.

	Fear. Lindo knew that office types who knew nothing about the sport of boxing often thought of its participants as barbarians.

	Lindo sat in his suit and tie, speaking softly, knowing he looked anything but a barbarian.

	“It wasn’t your fault,” Lindo said again. Privately, he thought it was no surprise that his promoter wasn’t here. Jack Cannon, as far he could remember, hadn’t come to the hospital to visit him at all. Jack’s brother, Tom, who’d managed Lindo, hardly called him in the good old days. He’d left it to Jack to force Lindo to take the fight.

	Lindo had been hurt and surprised that even Jack’s other brother, Ben, who was Lindo’s trainer and like a father to him, hadn’t been to the hospital. Not once. That really hurt. Even the man who’d put him into the coma hadn’t checked on his well-being. Most fighters who cripple another become devastated... but not Castillo.

	Jesus-Jose Castillo had failed weight the first time, the day before their world title lightweight championship fight at Staples Center. He’d come in two pounds above the 147-pound weight limit. He’d not only been unable to shed those pounds in the allotted two hours but had somehow managed to put on yet another pound. Three pounds over the limit. It had been unprecedented in the history of boxing for a world title fight.

	The WBC, which had sanctioned the fight, wanted to cancel it. Jack Cannon had fought to keep the bout active, citing the money he’d poured into the promotion, the sell-out crowd in an era when boxing didn’t sell like mixed martial arts. That didn’t even include the Pay-Per-View sales. He’d also stated that Castillo was within ten pounds of the 147-pound limit.

	Both Lindo and Castillo had been weighed by independent officials every month for six months up to their fight, as the WBC rules stipulated. The WBC had the strictest rules of all of the worldwide sanctioning bodies. Both fighters had submitted to blood and urine tests. They were both clean and right on target, so nobody could explain how Castillo came in heavy.

	In private sessions with Marcella, she told Lindo that Castillo had admitted to her that he was so dehydrated he’d secretly taken a few sips of restroom tap water before the weigh-in at Staples Center. At least, that was his claim. When Castillo failed to shed the excess weight, the WBC agreed he could fight, but stripped him of his championship at the scale.

	Castillo could fight knowing that if he won, he would not regain his title. He also had to give up twenty percent of his purse to be divided between Lindo and CSAC, which had won the right to host the fight.

	If Lindo won, he would be the new world champion. Instead, Lindo was stopped in the sixth and almost died.

	“He came in eleven pounds over the limit for the final weigh-in,” Lindo said. “Between the first weigh-in and showtime, which was less than twenty-four hours, he packed on another eight pounds.”

	It still hurt to remember how hard Jack had pushed him to take the fight. He felt the anger in his voice. It weighed about eleven pounds.

	“That’s right,” Mr. Sulaiman said. He looked so emotional Lindo thought the old man would burst into tears.

	Lindo’s gaze drifted inward again. Xu. Lovely Xu had come to join him. He couldn’t explain about Xu and how he’d saved Lindo’s sanity, made him want to live again. He might only be in Lindo’s mind, but he was real.

	“I took the fight to please my promoter,” Lindo said. There. It was out. He watched the faces of Cannon’s attorney and three state inspectors who’d come to his competency hearing. Xu held him, encouraging him. Lindo felt the smile appear on his face. He saw the peculiar glances on everyone’s faces. He could almost read their minds—He’s talking about the fight that almost killed him, and he’s smiling.

	“It... didn’t seem like eleven pounds was a lot.” Lindo struggled to come back from Xu’s warm embrace. Xu might not be real to anyone else... not visible to them, anyway. But he was real. He was everything.

	Marcella stared at him, fascinated.

	“Do you remember the fight, Lindo?”

	“I remember some of it. I remember how much bigger Castillo seemed. Eleven pounds... wow. It was two whole other weight divisions. Everyone was talking about it ringside. Jack tried to convince me he was weight-drained and he’d be listless.”

	He caught Marty Rankin’s nod. Marty knew.

	“But that wasn’t the case. He was sharp, I’ll say that. He surprised me. People always said Castillo couldn’t crack an egg.”

	A small ripple of laughter crossed the table.

	“Well, he cracked my egg, let me tell you. He rocked me a couple of times. I remember the first knockdown. Some photographer in the front row took my picture, and the flash went off in my eyes. I’m not making an excuse. I’m telling you what I remember.”

	He took another sip of water.

	“When Mr. Rankin here stopped the fight, I was upset.”

	Marty opened his mouth, but Lindo shook his head.

	“You saved my life, Mr. Rankin. If you had let the fight go one more round, I know now that people would have seen me die right there in the ring.”

	Marty stared at him.

	“Thank you,” he said. He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the table in front of him. “I knew it was a good call, even though I knew it didn’t seem like it to you at the time.”

	Lindo leaned across to him. “You came to the hospital to visit me. Thank you.”

	Marty nodded. His eyes were filled with tears.

	“You brought Gabe Ortiz to see me.”

	Marty slapped at a tear under his left eye.

	“You remember that?”

	“Yes. Gabe is a gentleman. A true gentleman.” Lindo had been in a coma but felt the thrill of the former world champion visiting him. Gabe also came on his own the day Lindo woke up. It was a healing visit for both men. Gabe’s fierce skills had killed Johnny Garcia in the ring in 1995. The boxer’s death weighed heavily on Ortiz, a shy, quiet man who told Lindo that God had answered one of his prayers by bringing Lindo back from the dead. They had cried and prayed together. Gabe’s brother Raphael brought his son to visit on the day Lindo checked out.

	“You are his favorite boxer,” Raphael had said. The Ortiz brothers, both great champions in their time had been letting him know in their unassuming way that the fans still loved you even when your body could no longer let you take punches for a living. It had helped Lindo a lot.

	“I remember Ray ‘Boom Boom’ Mancini phoned me. I thought he was bullshitting me.” Lindo bit his lip. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to swear, but he’s a hero of mine, and he called me.” Lindo smiled at the memory. His thoughts darkened, and he gazed at the faces around the table.

	“As you know, his opponent, Duk Koo Kim, died in the ring during their fight... I think... boxers like us... we’re part of a club we don’t want to belong to. A secret fraternity. We live in shame. He talked to me. He told me God had a purpose for me. He said not a day goes by when he doesn’t think about Duk. I know that fight changed the face of boxing. The WBC changed everything, shortening fights from fifteen rounds to twelve.”

	Lindo’s tears came quickly.

	“That’s why I wanted to be a WBC champion.” He didn’t bother swiping at his tears.

	Mr. Sulaiman slapped the table.

	“You are a champion!”

	No... he’d fallen short of the mark. So many strangers had helped him, but the psychologically damaged fighters, their support meant everything.

	“Has anyone who’s been... um... damaged in the ring contact you?” one of the officials asked.

	Lindo was bewildered by the question. “All fighters who step into the ring are damaged
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