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He’s living a lie.




Dante Ramos: Champion. Ladies’ man. Party animal. Women want him, and men either want to be him or put his lights out for sleeping with their girlfriends. It’s all an act. Inside, he’s so full of self-loathing he’s on a fast-track to self-destruction.




She’s living in the shadows.




Meeting Michelle at a support group for assault survivors shows Dante a new world of possibilities. Finally, someone in his life might understand him, and she creates in him a fierce need to protect. Trouble is, Dante lives his life in the spotlight, and the only thing Michelle wants is a quiet place to hide.
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To my boys. I see you constantly challenge the world’s preconceived notions of things, and I am continuously and fiercely proud.

 

To any person who ever felt less than, stand tall. You are perfect just as you are.

 

And to Quentin Elias, may you rest in peace.


  1. FIFTEEN ALL OVER AGAIN

Dante

When I was a kid, my mother told me I was her miracle baby. A gift blessed by God, after the doc said she couldn’t have children.

When I got older my mom got sick. Then I met the Devil. After that, I didn’t believe in blessings. I didn’t believe in jack shit.

Now, I’m just another zombie walking this earth. Every day, I drag my two hundred pounds of meat and bones around like it’s twice as many. Might as well be wading through wet sand. With an elephant sitting on my goddamned chest. Every day, I wonder if I’m tired enough to quit.

Fighting is what I do, so I keep on going. One foot in front of the other, at least for today. Even when it’s Hell. And it usually is.

Today, Hell actually looks pretty fucking homey. Sunshine surrounds me in a small living room as I lean down to kiss the woman who raised me. Her cheek smells like baby powder and flowers, a smell I used to associate with innocence.

I can hardly remember the meaning of the word.

Mom smiles blankly and her brown eyes look right through me. My guess is today she doesn’t know who the hell I am. I shouldn’t be surprised, but it sucks.

I brush off the pain that strikes in my chest. I should be used to this by now. “Hey, Ma,” I tell her anyway. Even if it won’t matter. “Brought some flowers. Happy Mother’s Day.”

She holds out her hand. “Roses. What a sweetheart you are. Thank you.”

“Yeah. Yellow. Grabbed some on the way over.” I shrug to play it off, but yellow was always her favorite. The grocery store in our tiny town of Evergreen Grove, North Carolina has a shitty selection. I ordered these online and had them shipped overnight to be sure I could get the right kind.

“I’m Iris.” She holds out a hand, poised as always, even though she’s clearly a little spaced-out today. Maybe she doesn’t know her own kid anymore, but good manners die hard.

“I’m Dante.” I don’t know why I whisper. I guess it always feels weird, introducing myself to a lady who once sat by my bed all night. No, not weird. Fucking sad, is what it is. And also weird.

She must hear me, because her face comes to life. “Oh, that’s my son’s name. See? Look!”

Now we’re off to the races. She’s pulling her photo album from a tiny end table drawer. Flipping through, she’s pointing to old pictures of me. Pictures of a kid with awkward limbs, thick glasses, and a carefree smile.

She doesn’t recognize me, all grown-up. I don’t have a clue about that kid in those pictures. I don’t remember carefree. Or smiling when I mean it. I’ve asked my father to bring a recent shot of me so she’ll know. He thinks she’s already confused enough.

Whatthefuckever, right?

I listen as Ma tells me about a version of Dante Ramos I never knew. A sweet boy who helped his mother in the kitchen and liked to listen to bedtime stories. No wonder I was an easy mark for the Devil. That kid in my mother’s stories sounds soft and naive.

“And here, with his third grade soccer trophy…”

Christ. It’s like nails on a chalkboard. Every word makes me want to plug my ears. Or smash all the furniture in the damn room. That’ll show her sweet.

I nod like I’m listening as I wander around. My father, who’s been hovering uncomfortably in the shadows, pins me with that look that says to stop fidgeting and pay attention. I can’t. I’ve heard this all before, and if I have to hear it again I’ll lose what’s left of my mind.

My mom’s got a nice little place here in the nursing home, with peachy walls and lots of sun. There’s a separate bedroom and a mini kitchen so she can cook for herself. I pay extra for the staff to check in and bring meals, though. I don’t want her to get hurt or mixed-up trying to make stuff. The bedroom is also extra. Studios are cheaper, but I didn’t want her to feel closed-in.

None of us have gotten what we wanted in this life. I figure the least I can do is give the woman who brought me up a nice place to stay. I disappointed her plenty. I owe her this much.

Anyway, life isn’t fair. If her mind is destroying itself, maybe it helps if it can happen somewhere she has a view of the duck pond.

As I look around at this sunny room though, all I can think of is how bad I want to escape. How much I’ve paid, how much I’ll keep paying, and how much I hate the burden.

“My son, he wants to be an athlete someday,” Mom continues. “He’s good at every sport he tries. After school he’s learning to box, and his coach says he could be great.” This announcement lights up her face. Every damn time.

Meanwhile, the blood in my veins comes to a screeching halt. “You must be really proud.” I force the words out. I know she is. She wouldn’t be so proud if she knew the truth. If she knew what I’d done to climb to the top, to afford this nice room.

“He gets in trouble sometimes, but he’s such a sweet boy.” She smiles as she runs her hands over a picture of me standing next to Dad outside the boxing gym back in South Carolina that eventually became my prison. Where all my big dreams turned into nightmares.

I’d rip that picture right out of the book and burn it if I could.

I think about that time I spent in jail a few years back. I’m betting every guy in there had a mother who thought their kid was a sweet boy. I guess it’s great to know one person in the world thinks there’s good in you. Even if she’s stuck in an alternate reality.

Dammit. I love my mother, but already the air is getting thick in this pretty, sunny room. Ma’s little apartment makes me claustrophobic. I don’t know who the hell can breathe in here.

The rest of her words blur into static, pissing off my hangover. What had been a mild throbbing in my head cranks up to maximum Whack-a-Brain. The soothing peach walls close in and the canned air wraps around my neck. I’d planned to stay longer, but I came in already redlined.

I get down low, forcing eye contact with Ma to break her out of her monologue. “Hey, listen. Thanks for telling me your stories. I’m sorry, but I have to go. Happy Mother’s Day, huh?”

She pats my cheek gently. “You go and give your mother a hug.”

So I give her one. Swallowing sharp slivers of things I’m not supposed to feel, I turn to walk away. I give my dad a brief wave, leaving Ma to her pictures and the memories she has left.

It’s better to get out early. She’s still in a decent mood.

“Dante.”

Even lowered to a respectful there-are-sick-people-here volume, my father’s voice sounds like cannon fire. The crack and boom of it has been stopping me in my tracks since I was old enough to walk. When I hear it, I’m fifteen all over again.

I stop only a few steps down the hall corridor. “Hey, Pop.”

“Thanks for coming. She liked the roses.”

“Yeah. Sure.” I take a deep breath and stuff my hands in my pockets, eyeing my father’s thin build and thinner hair. His bronze skin and brown eyes clearly went to me, but the rest is a mystery. I’ve got a good foot of height on both my parents, and fifty pounds easy on my pop.

“Good. Good. Well. Her memory wasn’t so great today, but her mood is good.”

Well as long as we know everything’s good.

I only nod in response. “I noticed. It’s a relief.” This much is true. Some of the days Mom doesn’t know who I am, I scare the shit out of her. The big bull of a man I am now doesn’t match the scrawny, gangly kid in those pictures. I try to understand about her illness, but lemme tell ya—it doesn’t do wonders for the old self-esteem.

He nods, frowning at the floor. “I saw your fight against Rorabaugh. You did well. Good KO.”

“Thanks, Pop.”

I shuffle my feet. We’ve discussed my mother and boxing. If he brings up the weather, we’ll have officially exhausted everything we have in common. Unless you count sucking at small talk.

“Thanks for coming today.”

“Of course.”

“Fight hard tomorrow night.” He smacks me stiffly on the shoulder. I can tell he’s proud of me. It’s always felt weird, that pride.

I guess I’m glad. I just wish it wasn’t all tainted. “You’d better get back in to Ma.”

He nods and makes his retreat. For a blissful moment I’m alone with my headache in a dim nursing home hall.

“Hey, Ramos! Great fight against Tiny R!” I’m almost to the lobby when the shout of some orderly stops me. The guy’s grinning as he heads past, pushing a cart loaded up with food trays.

I wave and return his enthusiastic thumbs-up. Because that’s what you do, even when it feels like rabid weasels are duking it out in your brain. “Thanks, buddy.”

It’s not like I don’t appreciate my success. Still, if I’d known the price, I’d have turned it all down. It sure never brought me the happiness I expected. I blame the Devil for that one, too.

I head out through a lobby so bright I’m nearly blind, with its fluorescent lighting and cheerful array of fake ferns and flowers. I don’t have to look to know that vibrant abstract paintings surround me on all four walls like somebody color-bombed them.

You’d think happy vomited all over the place so people won’t feel shitty about leaving their loved ones here to wither away. I can’t take so much cheerful today. Right in front of me is the exit, so I keep my focus and my ready-to-party smile aimed right the hell there.

Only a few more steps, and then I’m home free. To appease the throbbing brain, I put on my sunglasses. I hate to wear them indoors—I don’t want to be that asshole. Except maybe I am that asshole. I do have the rock star hangover.

“Dante. Sign out for me, would you, sugar?” A voice as syrupy as the endearment I’ve been called pulls me back when I’m almost out the door.

So close. “Sorry. I always forget.”

I mosey back over to the admin desk, squinting at the bottle-dyed redhead who called my name. When she’s turned away to answer a blaring phone, I try to read the nametag perched on her massive sweater kittens. Vic… Something.

I don’t come that often. Usually when I call, Dad says it’s a bad time. Still, I feel like a dick. This lady remembers my name. I hate to admit my pickled brain can’t cough up hers.

Vicky? Damn, my head’s killing me.

I lean too far forward and tip a dish of candy, sending those little colored sourballs in a scatter across the desk. I bite down on my favorite four-letter word and scoop the mess up before it goes all over.

On the outside, I laugh at myself. Why should I give a shit? Inside, embarrassment and shame over such a lame fuck-up push my already simmering blood up to a hard boil.

A hand slides in front of me. Petite. Pale. Feminine. Palm-up, it contains two pieces of candy that must have escaped to the floor without my notice.

“You, uh, dropped your balls.”

Shit. Well, I could let the embarrassment eat me. Or I could do what I do and ham it up.

“Can’t have my balls going off on their own.” I put on a grin and turn to get a look at whoever’s behind that soft voice. She’s younger than I expected, with peachy-pale skin and super-dark hair that kind of hangs in her face. With wide, innocent eyes and an off-kilter smile, she almost looks like a kid from one of those anime cartoons.

I hold one out to her. “Would you like a purple ball?” It almost matches her eyes, but I don’t say that part. It sounds like a line. Even for me, it’s too over the top.

“That sounds like a personal question.” If she weren’t blushing like crazy, I might think she was going for a dirty joke. Most of the girls I know would’ve taken the proverbial ball and run it down the field. This one though, she seems like she only wants to duck behind all that hair of hers.

Honestly, not to sound like a dick, but the fact that she seems shy makes her interesting. I don’t meet too many shy girls. It’s enough to distract me from feeling shitty for a little while.

She takes the candy anyway, and I let myself study her while she unwraps the plastic. Pretty in a plain sort of way, the girl’s got a look that I might call Goth except she doesn’t seem to be putting much effort into the makeup and whatnot. Her jeans and old-school Nirvana T-shirt look made for comfort more than style, even though her curves can’t quite hide under the loose fabric. Long, dark hair covers too much of her face to tell for sure, but I could swear she’s familiar.

Hard to say. She seems more the type to hang in the corner than with anyone I’d know. Then again, Evergreen Grove has all of two stoplights, it’s so small. Everyone bumps into everyone eventually.

I slide the last of the candies into their home and scratch my name on the clipboard in front of me. Well, I’ve made an ass out of myself, I’m a stranger to my mother, and my father is proud of me for the one thing I hate and the only thing I can do well. It’s been a trifecta of win today.

My throat starts to close. Gotta get the fuck outta here.

Redheaded desk lady gives me a smile. “Thanks, Dante. I hope you have a lovely rest of the day.”

I turn my charm on the desk lady, giving her both barrels. “You, too…Victoria.” There it is. “You have a beautiful morning.”

I leave the pseudo goth-girl who rescued my balls with something that almost feels like an actual smile. Almost, except I’m too fucking tense and tired to make nice.

Relief unlocks my lungs once I’m out the door and in my car, driving away as fast as my Carrera will go. Out of the tiny town of Evergreen Grove and down the highway. I don’t have a destination. Some days, I just need to go.

Like every day, I fight the urge not to simply take my hands off the wheel and leave it all behind.
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Michelle

He didn’t recognize me. Why would he? I’ve seen Dante in his natural habitat, or at least I’ve seen him at the bar in town. I can only assume from the way he drinks and flirts that it’s a manly human equivalent of a silverback hanging out in the jungle. Anyway, he’s always got people around him.

Even though we sort of have friends in common, the guy’s never looked my way. Which is fine. I’m happy with nobody looking my way. In the social jungle of small-town America, if Dante is the gorilla, then I’m one of those tiny lizards that camouflages against the tree bark.

Like I said. It’s fine. Nobody ever looks at those ugly little lizards.

I roll the piece of candy between my fingers. Honestly, that whole exchange shocked the hell out of me. I guess I never expected to see a guy like Dante Ramos in a place like the Evergreen Grove Assisted Living Home.

I mean, I’m here. I guess it isn’t totally insane. Mostly though, it’s people who remind me of my parents, here to visit their own parents. Or it’s the folks in scrubs. Around this sunny place that tries to pretend it’s not full of the infirm and the dying, someone like me sticks out like an incredibly sore thumb. And Dante, he sticks out like a thumb that got whacked a hundred times by a sledge hammer.

I spend a minute flipping through an ancient gardening magazine while I wonder who he was here to see. It’s none of my business. So I stick the candy in my mouth and wait for them to tell me I can see my grandmother. “Hmm. Purple.”

“Michelle, honey,” Victoria drawls from behind the desk. “You can go back and see your granny now.”

Why should it bother me that Dante didn’t know who I was? I know enough to realize I’m better off keeping my distance.

I thank Victoria with a smile and head down the pinkish-peachish hall, only wondering a little more who Dante was here to visit. Probably he’s got a grandparent here, like I do. Maybe a family friend? He’s such a big presence that he looked positively unwieldy standing around all the neatly lined-up lobby furniture and cups of pens.

I think again of those spilled candies, while the tangy-sweet taste of one slips over my tongue. I can be klutzy, which I guess is why I finally felt the urge to say hi.

Funny thing about spotting a celebrity in a small town. They sort of seem like regular folks, but they also look larger-than-life. I say this as if I have a lot of experience around celebrities. I don’t know much about Dante except that he’s a boxer, and he’s supposedly a big deal on TV.

I guess I just can’t help but wonder what someone who struts around the way he does is doing here, of all places. Offering me candy. Not that I care. I don’t.

Honestly. I’ve got bigger problems.


  2. BOXING BUNNIES

Dante

There’s a place I go inside myself, where I’m insulated. Numb. I don’t feel the blows raining down on my body. I don’t notice my skin splitting open. I only know I’m taking hits when I hear the dull smack of a glove on my skin. My mind is shut to everything else except what’s right in front of me, and where my fist has to land next.

The sounds around me, the chanting and shouting, fade into muffled nothingness. It’s like the peace of being underwater. The crowd falls away, and in my mind, time stops.

It keeps me focused. It keeps me sharp. It keeps me safe. Right now the beating heart in my chest and my glove making contact with Legend Delacroix’s jaw are all I need in the world.

Once he goes down, I’ll be able to think again.

I suck in a lungful of air and duck when he goes for my face, dealing a hard left to his solar plexus. I’ve favored a right-handed stance for three rounds. He doesn’t see the switch coming.

I swap my stance again and go in hard. Jab left to the jaw, right, left again. My fists are a blur. I’ve always had speed.

Legend, he’s spinning now like he’s got little cartoon birdies around his head. When he rights himself and tries to get a hit in, he winds up sliding forward and getting me in a clinch.

I slip and throw a cross to his temple. He stumbles, shakes his head like he’s not sure where he’s at, then goes facedown on the mat. Delacroix’s too fucked-up to move.

Someone grabs my arm and thrusts it up in the air. The colors and sounds rush back. Lights flash. When I blink, sweat runs into my eyes. The screaming crowd assaults my head while Timo pushes me to sit so he can clean up my face.

My cheek is cut some. Now that things are in focus again, I taste the copper of the blood that’s run into the corner of my mouth and onto my tongue. My side throbs like I tried to stop a battering ram. Ten will get you twenty I’m pissing blood tomorrow, but that’s nothing new.

I may be fast, but Legend’s big. He’s got a couple of inches and twenty pounds of muscle on me, easy. I’m no fragile flower. I’m also not in the shape I used to be. Jail kept me sharp, but it didn’t exactly hone the same set of skills.

A year after getting out, I think my body’s almost back. My head? I don’t know if it was ever there. Drinking every night doesn’t help.

“Here. Drink.” Timo’s pushing a water bottle at me while we head down a busy hall to the locker rooms.

Jesus. I love my uncle, but I can’t handle people around me after a fight. I want them all to go the fuck away. I push the drink out of my face. “I’m fine.” I know I need to hydrate. Dehydration and exhaustion are killers in this sport. I like to keep it interesting with a steady diet of insomnia and Grey Goose.

“You need water, sobrino.” He pushes the bottle at me again.

Again, I nudge it away. “Let me get back to the hotel for some food and some sleep. Plenty of water there.”

We make our way toward the locker room. I’m dying to rinse the sweat off my hurting body and get changed. There are girls outside the door though. Two leggy, stacked, blond-haired groupies looking to get an autograph or something more. This wasn’t even a big bout, but there’s always someone.

Timo sees them and lights up with misunderstanding. “Right. Of course you want to get back to the hotel.” He gives me a hearty pat on the back, full of expectation and pride I can never live up to. “You go on ahead. I’ll meet you in the morning for breakfast.”

With another slug to my shoulder, he’s pushing a room key into my hand and heading over to talk to some group of guys. The fight promoter I think, and maybe the other ones are with an equipment company.

I should know who they are. I should care more than I do. I should care about anything.

I push past the girls at the door with a practiced smile and a confident, “Excuse me, ladies.” Secretly, I hope that they’ll have gotten bored and wandered off by the time I finish my shower.

But they don’t. I’m back in the hall an hour later. Like bunnies, they’ve done their thing and multiplied. Boxing bunnies. They’ve brought friends, a dark-skinned beauty with the most graceful neck I’ve ever seen, and a redhead with curves and the kind of ass you could really grab on to.

If I actually wanted something to grab.

I don’t want a single damn one of them. And here’s the really twisted part: I love women. I think they’re beautiful in all shapes and sizes, they’re graceful…they bring life into this world, for fuck’s sake.

Still…that numb place I go when I fight? If I’m being honest with myself, I spend more time there than any normal person should. Can’t always turn it off. No point in getting naked with someone else when I can’t feel a damn thing.

I tried for a while. Fucked any woman who seemed willing at first. Even tried a couple of guys on the off chance that maybe the problem was the plumbing. Seems the problem is that I’m fucked in the head.

Still, I have a role to play. If I’m not living it up and screwing gorgeous women, people might ask why.

Timo’s still across the hall, giving me the wink and the nod. Of course. The bunnies are all looking at me with wide eyes and quivering tails. Can’t crush their hopes, can I?

I sigh, and scan the offerings. My quick analysis tosses out the one who looks too young, the one who looks like she took her wedding ring off five minutes ago, and the one with too much makeup (probably also too young, and I’m not a fan of all that blue eye shadow).

Lead sinks into my stomach as I examine one of the blondes. I can tell she’s old enough by the subtle lines around her mouth. No jewelry on her fingers. Good enough. I already know we’re not going to bump uglies.

She steps forward and I wave her along. The others pout some, but I don’t let it get to me. They don’t realize they’re better off. Anyway, somewhere in the locker room, Legend’s on his feet again. He’ll be out once the doctor is done with him. I’m sure these girls will be happy to help kiss him all better.

I glance over. “You hungry?” I need to eat. It’s only fair to feed the woman.

“Starving.” She gives me what I’m sure is supposed to be a sultry grin while she wraps a little gold necklace around one finger. “I’m Carrie.”

“Great to meet you. I’m dying for a burger and some shots.” Because I’m pretty much always drinking something once the sun goes down. It may be murder on my training, but I need something to make the days pass. Plus, drunk-dick is the easiest excuse for not wanting to screw, and I don’t.

“Sounds perfect.” She steps up and wraps her hand around my forearm. I only know because I see it with my eyes.

She hasn’t offered any other information. I don’t need to know. I don’t need anything tonight, except to get some sleep and forget who the hell I am.
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Michelle

I love summer school.

I mean, I don’t have anything to compare it to yet, but between the bustle of the campus I’d originally planned to be at and the extreme isolation of spending the past year afraid to leave my parents’ house, I’m already wishing I could get my entire degree this way.

On day one of the May summer session, Pender Tech campus is practically empty. Sure, I have to sit through three-hour lectures, but I think it’s gonna be worthwhile. The town of Pender feels sedate and friendly. I have friends and Grandma Ruth a few minutes away in Evergreen Grove. Most importantly, my parents are three hours from here.

Besides, I signed up for an intro level art class to fill one of my core requirements, so one of my “lectures” this session is gonna be three hours of drawing fruit and stuff. What could be easier?

I’m thinking so right up until I walk into the rough-hewn barn-style studio building and see a pretty, perky blonde in a Zeta Gamma Xi bathrobe standing in the center of a circle of easels. Okay, this has got to be the wrong room.

I’m here to draw fruit. Not nude sorority girls.

“Umm…” I pull out my schedule, which is laughable in its brevity. It lists two classes. Intro to Criminal Justice, which is across campus at three. Art 1002, which is held in this old building on campus they call “The Barn.” I don’t have to ask why. I mean, you can practically smell the hay.

I scoot to the door to check the room number. A wood-burned placard says I’m in room one, which, according to my schedule, is correct. Crap.

A nerdy guy in wire rims and a golf shirt brushes past me with a messenger bag slung over his shoulder. “You looking for Intro to Technique?”

When I look up, he’s staring, standing in the doorway with a helpful smile. “That’s what I’m here for. I hadn’t counted on drawing, uh, people today.”

I laugh to show I’m kidding, that I’m not a prude, except I totally am. I didn’t used to be, or at least I didn’t think I was. One night of being the life of the party changed everything.

The guy in the glasses laughs back. “Professor Allan likes to use figure drawing to cover different approaches and styles. Don’t worry; we’ll do lots of still life. By the end of the class, you’ll be sick of vases and umbrellas.”

I manage to thank him, smile like I mean it, and find myself an easel before I panic. I take many deep breaths much faster than I should, still telling myself how much I love summer school.

I mean, I can’t give up on it yet. I’ve barely gotten started. I’m not going home unless it’s at gunpoint, so I gotta deal.

What’s my problem? I thought I was ready for college. I swore to my parents if they let me leave home to attend Pender, I would be able to handle things. I deferred admission for a year to be sure. I signed up for the summer session so I could ease into things before all the hustle and bustle got started.

I should be fine. I am fine. That woman up there, she’s about to take her clothes off voluntarily, and nobody in this room is going to do a thing to her that she hasn’t signed up for. She doesn’t need me to feel vulnerable on her behalf.

Everything is fine. So why am I breaking into a cold sweat?

The professor comes in, an older man with a friendly smile and a hitch in his gait. He says something about the class while he gestures to the model, but his voice is warped and garbled, as far as I can tell. The model’s taking off her robe and everyone’s picking up their pencils and staring. My body’s hot and my head is swimming so much that I can’t think.

Yeah, sweetie! Show us what you got under that dress!

The shouts ring in my head until they’re all I can hear. I can’t breathe. My head is full of my ex, Craig, and his friends’ drunken catcalls. Their clumsy grabs. Suddenly I feel the yogurt and fruit salad I had for breakfast making a comeback.

With a shaky hand, I reach down to grab my backpack. I’ll go find the bathroom. Splash some water on my face. Everything will be fine.

Fine. I need to get that word tattooed on my forehead.

In my rush to slip out the door quietly, I bump my stool and catch the strap of my backpack on the arm of my drawing stand. It comes crashing down sideways, hitting the guy who told me I was in the right place. His easel topples next.

He’d already pinned up his paper, too. “Hey, you okay?”

“Shit. I’m sorry.” I grab the easel and rush to put it right, all the while I’m breathing so hard my vision is going dim. Everyone is looking at me now. All of their collective stares are burrowing under my skin and making it crawl. I have to get out of here.

I grab my bag again, this time managing to weave between the stools and stands without incident. For whatever that’s worth. “Sorry,” I mumble again to the room at large. “I have to go.”

I don’t even bother to find a bathroom once I get out of there. I make a break for the outside exit and the fresh morning air, not looking back until I find a bench at a stop for the off-campus bus line.

It’s the same line I take to visit my grandmother at the assisted living facility over in Evergreen Grove. With my parents busy with their lives hours away, she doesn’t get a lot of company. The only time I left my parents’ house last year was to visit her, so the home became an oddly comfortable place.

I should go see her. Maybe I’ll stay for dinner. Evenings can get lonely.

It’s only Tuesday. Summer classes are four days a week. I’ll go to my criminal justice class tomorrow. Hopefully it’s not the end of the world to miss the first day of summer school.


  3. CLASSY

Dante

My phone’s ringing on the bedside table when I wake on Tuesday morning. It takes all I’ve got not to smash the fucker against the wall.

“You know what fucking time it is?” I’m growling at whoever’s on the other end through a pounding head and the temper of a hungry dragon, and it only pisses me off more. I try to come off like I’m laid-back all the time. Nobody asks questions when you’re the one laughing and handing out drinks.

Catch me off guard though? I blow up like Vesuvius. Tough to keep the mask in place at all hours.

“Do you know what fucking time it is?” My buddy Jake is laughing at me on the other end of the phone. At least it’s only him. “Where the hell are you this time, man?”

“Shit, I don’t even know. Philly, I think.” I roll over to look out the hotel window, but there’s a chick in her black bra and panties sprawled on the other side of the bed. I nudge her with my foot, but she doesn’t move.

“Jesus, dude. Time to lay off the sauce. You should at least know your location.”

“That’s old news.” Except I don’t have a drinking problem. I have a shit-the-drinking-helps-me-forget problem. I guess it’s six of one, who fucking cares of the other.

I push out of bed, bracing against the familiar pounding inside of my thick skull. I sneer at myself as much as at Jake while I pull on a pair of discarded shorts. “Did you call for a reason other than giving me hell about how I live my life?”

Jake’s honestly one of my few friends, so it’s stupid of me to be spewing my venom. He woke me up and knocked me off my game, which I can’t stand. Nobody gets to see me weak. Plus, Jake’s been working on a plan to stick it to the Devil. That alone makes me freaked-out just talking to him.

I love the guy like a pain-in-the-ass younger brother. I still can’t have no part in that catastrophe.

“As much as I love to give you shit, I did call for another reason. Cassie wanted me to remind you it’s Tuesday. Something about some meeting.” Jake’s teasing tone disappears as I wander the room looking to gather my stuff.

Clothes litter the floor of the simple but functional room. Green patterned carpet, one king bed, a small table and a desk. My duffel bag of clothes sits over in a corner, zipped shut. The ones scattered on the floor mostly aren’t mine.

I rub my shaved head and sigh. “Look. It’s nice of you and Cassie to check in, but I’ve got maybe a seven-hour drive back. It’s iffy whether or not I’d make it to Evergreen Grove on time for tonight’s meeting.”

“She says you’ve been dodging her for months.”

It’s been more like a year. See, I talked to a counselor some while I was in jail, and the lady convinced me maybe I’d get a lot out of a support group for people who had my kind of issues. I tried a couple of times last year, but I couldn’t bring myself to stick it out. It was a room full of women talking about how men had hurt them, and then there was me—a guy—sitting there listening in like a bastard.

Jake’s girl keeps pushing me to go back. I keep finding reasons not to. “You really so anxious to have me hanging out with your woman?” I had a thing for Cassie for all of five minutes. Like with every other girl I met in a bar, the interest left as fast as it came. Still, it surprises me Jake doesn’t get hot under the collar that I’ve stayed friends with her.

As I pace the room, I spy a half-empty bottle of Goose and two glasses toppled over next to the food tray. I dump out the remaining vodka and corral the trash so there’s less work for the maid.

Jake’s still grumbling at me. If I were him, I woulda hung up by now. Dude went and got himself laid and suddenly he’s Chatty Cathy on the phone? Jesus. “Dante, man, if I get nagged then you get nagged. That’s how this shit works.”

“Hey, baby.” I grab my bag and nudge the sleeping girl’s shoulder. Another nudge, and when she finally groans and rolls over, I drop a packet of painkillers in her hand that I found in the minibar. “Here. For your head.” If she’s feeling anything like I do this morning, she’ll need the help.

Another groan, and she blinks one raccoon eye open. “Hey. Thanks. You gotta go?”

“Yeah. And so do you.” I point to the clock by the bed. “Checkout’s in a couple of hours. Shower or whatever if you need to, but I’m heading out.”

“I put my number in your phone,” she mumbles. “I know you said you’re not into second dates, but we had fun last night.”

“Sure we did.” We did? I got too hammered to do her and fell asleep while she watched cable. If that is what she deems a good time, the woman needs to set higher standards.

She leans up then, probably to try to kiss me goodbye. Dodging left, I go for her cheek and plant a quick peck before mumbling another “goodbye” and slipping into the bathroom so I can wash up.

“Christ, dude. That was classy.”

I take a minute to freshen up in the bathroom, running a brush over my teeth and slapping on deodorant. The whole time I’m ignoring the mirror and the busted mug staring back at me. Bruises heal.

“Haven’t I hung up on you yet?” I scowl at the phone. One-handed, I dig in my shaving kit for something to dull the noise in my head. I don’t talk about this shit to anybody, except Cassie managed to stumble upon my secret—in broad terms, at least—and now she’s got Jake up my ass. Enough is enough. “Look, tell Cassie she needs to find another cause.”

“Tell her yourself, dipshit. Listen, all seriousness? Whatever this has to do with, Cassie’s worried about you. Which worries me. Whatever you need to do to make her un-worried, could you suck it up and make it happen? It’ll make both our lives easier, and it’s probably for your own damn good.”

My fingers meet up with the cool metal of a razor blade that I keep tucked in with my shaving stuff in case of “emergencies.” For my own good? Jake might be right, not that he’ll ever know.

I lay the shiny metal rectangle on the counter and pull out some ibuprofen, swallowing a handful with water. “Okay. Fine. Maybe next time.” I’ve been saying maybe I’ll go to the next meeting for months now. One of these days, Cassie’s gotta stop asking.

“Uh-huh.” Jake snorts into the phone. “All right. I’ve called. I’ve asked. You’ve answered. You let me know if you need anything, huh, D?”

Easier said than done. “Sure thing, man.”

When we hang up, I see I’ve got a text message that must have come while I was sleeping:

Great fight, Champ. Looking good.

Champ. A shot of cold hits my neck when I read the message. The sender is “UNKNOWN” but I’d bet all my money that message is from the Devil, Arlo Specter himself.

Gathering my things, I grip that razor blade in my fist enough to let it bite my skin. Only a little, but enough so my cut flesh tingles and comes alive. Telling myself I need to put it away only does so much good.

Reading the text again makes my hands and arms get heavy. I reach down. Yanking at my shorts to expose my hip, I drag the blade fast and shallow across my skin before the numbness can spread further. Just enough to do what’s needed. Enough to feel something.

I suck in a rush of air as the line of pain wakes me up. For a blessed and too-short moment, I’m calm. I can feel the cold granite counter under my fingers and the drops of water clinging to my lips. Seems like it’s only the hurt that gets under my skin and into my blood that I really connect to. That makes me feel alive.

A knock on the bathroom door wrecks my peace. “Hey, are you done in there? I’ve, like, seriously gotta pee.”

Fuck. That fast, I’d forgotten about that damn girl out there. “Yeah,” I grumble. “I’m done.”

[image: Scene Break]

Michelle

It’s after dinner when I finish visiting my grandmother at the nursing home. I could head back to campus, but I’m not sure I want to. The thing that makes Pender Tech’s green marching field and cobblestone sidewalks so easy to traverse during the summer day is also the thing that makes it eerie and uncomfortable at night. The place is completely fricking dead.

It’s Tuesday night. If I wanted to, I could head over to the assault survivors’ group at the local church. My friend Cassie tried to talk me into going when I visited my grandmother last year, but I wasn’t around regularly and it took a few times to work up the nerve. Even though I’ve only ever gone sporadically, I’ll admit it’s helped more than the stiff therapist my parents sent me to who answered all my questions with questions. Sometimes it’s good to hear you’re not alone.

After my little freak-out in the art studio today, I’m thinking it might be smart for me to be around people. It’s only five or ten minutes from the nursing home, whether I walk from here or take the bus. Plus, it gives me an excuse to put off going back to campus.

I’m definitely all about procrastination. I could teach a class. Except I’d have to show up first.

So I go to the meeting. Robin, the lady who runs it, is super nice. She never pushes us hard to share, and sometimes listening to other people reminds me that we’re all lucky to be where we are.

Plus, Robin brings cookies. I’m not too proud to admit I’ll show up pretty much anyplace if there’s a chewy, home-baked chocolate chip bar in the deal.

I’m a couple of minutes late by the time I get over to St. Martin’s. I slip into a room that’s usually used as the church nursery and grab a seat by the door. The chairs are all arranged in sort of an oval so people can talk to each other, but it’s also hard to get in undetected. Robin smiles at me and continues on with introducing herself. She does it every week, even though most of us know her and her story. I guess she wants to help get the ball rolling on everyone talking.

“Come on in, Michelle. We’re just getting started.”

Some girls, especially the newer ones, only say their names as we go around the circle. Some give a quick overview of their background, and only a couple in the room look unfamiliar to me so they’ve probably all heard each other’s stories before. Some share other stuff. Liza, who was raped at knifepoint at the public library, is in the middle of updating us on preparing
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