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Chapter 1

Achilles the Great







Ain’t nothing worse in the world than waiting outside juvie to get picked up by your mom. Two years of hard work, poking the eyes of the wrong crowd, covering the asses of the right ones, all gone to shit as I stand on the other side of the impassable fence, kicking broken twigs away from my duffel bag.

Countless times I put on a fearless face inside that cursed place to confront the smooth cheeked psychos, the type that stands in an animal pen in court like a teenage Hannibal Lecter. You gotta mark your territory inside, and you gotta fight to keep it, and let every boy in that great big cage know damn well Achilles the Great is not a guy to be messed with. But you have to be smart about it. Acting like a gangster will get you thrown in solitary quicker than a denied appeal. There's times when the best thing to do is sense the drop-shift in atmospheric pressure going on around you, and make sure as shit to get back in your cell before things kick off. That place needs a twenty-four-seven tornado siren with the amount of times the pressure changed without warning. ’Cause when things do kick off, the Beasts will be out hunting, sniffing the air for the scent of blood, banging their night sticks on the bars and yelling: “Who stabbed the psycho? His lawyer’s coming down from Dallas and they’ll sue the shit outta you.” 

We all knew the Beasts likely slashed the new guy themselves ’cause they got bored of jerking off into the oatmeal. Evolution might be blind to prejudice, but survival ain’t. In juvie, it’s not the strongest that survive, it’s the smartest. And I was dumb as shit to let the Beasts know my mom was coming to pick me up when I could’ve taken the two dollars fifty the State had to offer for the bus home. Armed with that information, another moment inside and Achilles the Great would’ve been shredded, not just my carefully-won reputation.

Spending those long years in juvie, fifteen, sixteen, seventeen, is like never moving on from tenth grade. Except there’s new faces every few months, not each year. But by the time I was four months in, most kids who’d been there when I came were already moved on. Sure, some returned, but not for a while. By the time I was a year in, I was the longest one inside. That’s how I got my reputation: Achilles the Great. I ain’t a god, despite what the kids in there think. Just because I never once treated another kid unfairly, just because I made sure the weak ones had protection and the strong ones didn’t abuse their power, doesn’t make me worthy of some kinda poetic justice. I’m just a guy named after a hero. Nothing more, and so much less. 

Mom gave me that name as a final “fuck you” to my Greek Orthodox Dad. They were practically divorced in the delivery room, and she wrote out the birth certificate herself, saving me from a life of being called Constantine Konstantinos.

Darwinian evolution is the last thing I remember from school. And only because the teacher kicked up such a fuss about teaching it; throwing Bibles at us till we heard the principal, Mrs. McKenna, clattering down the hallway, her flat shoes hard against the linoleum floor and her dreadlocks casting a shadow through the door’s window. She booted the door open and spun a fiery tirade like a Baptist preacher and we were a class of Grade A sinners. 

I don’t know what shocked the teacher more, being fired on the spot, or that twenty-five fifteen-year-old’s in Southeast Texas couldn’t figure out what a Bible had to do with Darwin. “Welcome to the future, bitch!” Adam yelled at her as she packed up her messy desk and cursed the whole damn lot of us to burn in hell. But I didn’t have much time to laugh. Before the bell rang for the next period, the cops arrived, executing a warrant on me I hadn’t a clue about. The whole school came to our classroom to watch me being dragged away in handcuffs. Carla slipped three copies of The Origin of Species into my bag, and two of the Bible, as the cops slammed my face into the desk and kneed me hard in the balls for good measure. 

What juvie made of me arriving that evening with a black eye, busted lip, and five copies of books—both of which were at one time or another banned by the Board of Education—was anyone’s guess. But my painted face, and the persistent rumor I was in for a grizzly, violent murder, got my reputation off to a stellar start.

All that fades into hot air the minute Mom pulls up in her rickety station wagon. The boys watching from inside juvie holler from the library window as she leaves the country station blaring out the open window. But Mom being Mom, she's out the car and wrapping her big arms around my neck like a starving gull. And because she parked in the middle of the street, half a dozen angry horns now herald my freedom and draw all the eyes from the barred windows onto the scene in the street. The animals left in the Darwinian cage hoot and catcall as Achilles the Unknown, then Achilles the Feared, and finally, Achilles the Great, wipes lipstick from his cheek.

“Jesus, Mom, you’re embarrassing me.”

“Don’t use that word,” she slaps me round the ear and throws my duffel bag, without the books this time, into the back of the car. Oh yeah, Mom hates Christianity. With a passion. But the inmates could yell all they like, because I’m done. The Beasts can click their tongues and place bets on when I’ll be back in. See you soon, the words they left me with coated in a sly grin. But, hell, I’m free. As free as a seventeen-year-old out on parole can be. 

“Wave goodbye to your friends,” Mom says without a trace of irony—Greek Moms don’t do irony—as the crescendo of horns honking behind us reaches boiling point. I glance out the window as she goes through the motions of turning on her blinker and looking in the rear-view mirror at the caravan of angry trucks. Across the high wire fence, the barred windows are banging. Mom or not, the boys inside are sending me off. Some friends, some enemies. But stay in there long enough and you’ll learn the shifting alliances between kids mean jack shit. There’s a real-life enemy, and it ain’t us. And honestly, I’m sad Achilles the Great won’t be there any more to protect the ones that need it most. ’Cause to be perfectly fucking honest, not even a lifetime of being raised on a steady diet of Greek gods and heroes and myths and tragedies will prepare you for life inside the cavern of the Beasts. 




• • •




“So, did you make any friends?” Mom asks as we drive down the highway, doing fifty-five in the fast lane.

“What? No, Mom, you saw me literally last week.”

“What about that nice boy Julio you were always telling me about?”

“He wasn't nice, Mom. They put him in solitary because he tried to set me on fire. Don't you listen?”

“Well, your father's coming round for dinner. I thought you two should bond. He hasn't seen you in all this time.”

“Whose fault is that?” He hadn’t bothered to visit once. I knew why. She knew why. The defense attorney for the entire Konstantinos clan, Julia Astraeus, knew why. But no one was allowed to say why. Even though we were all thinking it, all through the trial, and all through the last two fucking years. 

“You know why he couldn’t visit, Aki.”

“Even the entire social studies class came to visit, remember all those inaccuracies they found in the evidence? How the police just never bothered to DNA test the glove. No fingerprints whatsoever. Jesus, Mom, one of those kids is now doing pre-law at Columbia because of it. But Dad can’t take one day—”

“Don’t say that word!” A truck honks by, forcing Mom out of the fast lane where she clearly doesn’t belong.

“What word? Fuck, sorry, okay…”

Mom clicks her tongue as we pull off the highway, still far from home. But I can feel a rant coming so I don’t risk another slap round the head by asking her where the hell we're going.

“Religious freedom, they say. And listen to what they teach you. I mean look at that.”

We turned into a mini mall with a fifty-foot-high mechanical Jesus under a cross made out of assault rifles. Billy Christ’s Guns n’ Ammo welcomes you to Target.

“What are we doing in here?”

“I need some coals for tonight.”

“It's fifty degrees. Why are you barbecuing?”

She doesn’t answer because she pulls the station wagon into the handicapped spot right out front. Like she’d ever let them take that sticker away.

“I thought you might want some new clothes and body washes and such…so, here.” She pulls a gift card still wrapped in plastic from her bra.

“Five hundred dollars, are you crazy? Thank you…” I lean across the stick shift and throw my arms around her. She squeezes back.

“It's from your Uncle Zotos and me. He's also coming tonight.” She lets go and starts to fumble under the seat for her purse. “He wants you back wrestling.”

“Mom, I don't know about that. Like, I haven't done it since school…I mean I don't even think I remember how.”

“Well”—her arms flap as she groans under the seat—“Zotos wants you back at his gym five days a week.”

I grin. “We’ll see about that.” The only thing I want to do for the foreseeable future is sleep till two in the afternoon. Boys were always talking about the first thing they'd do when they got out. Go straight to Sizzler’s or hook up with the girlfriend they swore was waiting for them. I didn’t care about any of that. Not going to the beach, not going fishing, not walking in the woods or going to Disneyland. Nope. When the Beasts woke us up at six in the morning, seven on a Sunday, the only thing keeping me sane was knowing that as soon as I get home…not Mom, not a tornado, not Zeus himself would get me out of bed before I feel like it.

“No, we won't see, Achilles. Look at you.” She lunges at my waist, grabbing all the flab and skin she can find. “You're the only boy in the world who comes out of jail fatter than when he went in.”

“Jes…gee whiz, Mom. Lay off a bit. Sorry I don’t look like I did when I was fifteen, but I was trying.”

She raises a suspicious eyebrow. I don't know what magic she uses, and I probably never will know, but I’ve never been able to lie to her. Ever.

“You swapped your gym time for the library. You swapped your outdoor exercise classes for the library. You dropped out of mindfulness for anger management on day one and went straight to the library.”

“How…how do you know this?” My face twists in shock and horror at this revelation of how much time I’d spent in the library. But it was the place you were least likely to get stabbed. “What, did they send you a letter every week or something telling you what I did and ate?”

“No! It's on the app.” Mom rummages in her bag, then takes out the same lime green cell phone and purse combination she’s had for years. She flips the purse section around the back with all her store cards and Costco membership in the see-through card holder where a normal person would have their driver’s license. Tapping only three times like it’s on her home screen, she thrusts the phone in my face. The smudgy screen protector with Candy Crush dots burned into the retina made it hard to see, but there it is. The Texas Juvenile Justice System app.

Congratulations! Your son, Achilles Konstantinos (FYD24601), has been released on probation.

Probation end date: Undetermined.

“Undetermined?” I yell, throwing the hefty purse-phone back at her. I roll down the window desperate to suck in some air. My head spins. The car whirls like the whole world is being tossed by a giant. The rumble of vomit burns a hole in the back of my throat like whenever I saw a newbie eat a porridge pot at breakfast.

“They said three years on parole. Three. And then I'd be done. Why doesn't it say three years parole, Mom? Why?”

She buttons the purse-phone back together and drops it in her bag along with her car key chain that’s got more keys on it than a chief warden. “We got a better deal.”

“We? Who's we? And why didn’t Julia say anything to me?”

“Oh, she’s useless at parole hearings. Uncle Zotos convinced the judge to let him help with supervision. He said getting you back into wrestling was the best thing for you."

“So I have to go do wrestling five times a week or they send me back to juvie?”

“You like wrestling.”

“Mom. You can’t be serious. What about the end date? What, do I gotta become state champ or something before they’ll let me fucking finish with it?”

“Enough, Aki. Zotos just wants you there every day to keep an eye on you for the judge. Part of the deal is if you can qualify for a competition, that means training properly, passing a drug test—”

“I don’t take drugs.”

“Passing a drug test,” she says again, louder. “Then that’ll count toward your supervision.”

“Count toward? Part of the deal? What the fuck’s the rest? Defeat Argus in single combat?”

“Well,” Mom said, a bit more nervously. “Mrs. McKenna—”

“What the hell does she want from me? I’ve not been her student in two years!”

“She’s got a catch-up class at night she wants you to come to. And it was Mrs. McKenna who swayed the judge round to the other half of the deal."

“Which is?”

“If you get your GED, as well as qualifying for a wrestling competition, they’ll end parole.”

The world falls into an enormous silent bubble. Like I’m being dragged to the Underworld, asshole first. This isn’t freedom. This isn’t even close. The doors of the car suddenly seem way, way tighter than the walls of my cell. Two years counting down the days had all been one big lie. I’m not free. In fact, I’ve never been farther from it.

“Mom, you can’t be serious. Two years in prison and now I have to go every day to Zotos’s gym and train with sweaty meatheads for a dumb-ass wrestling competition, then go every night to school…school, Mom, at night, or I’m breaking parole?”

“Uncle Zotos and Mrs. McKenna are your supervision team. They’ll keep the judge informed about how much you’re applying yourself.”

I throw my head back on the headrest, forgetting how hard it is.

Fucking Texas. What kind of state elects their judges? Most don’t even need a law degree. I know mine certainly didn’t. My case was the first the trial judge had presided over since getting elected, and every five minutes the prosecutor had to approach the bench to explain some legal term he didn’t understand. Like “innocent before proven guilty”, for one.

“Listen, Aki, it’s a good deal. Get your GED and qualify for one competition and that’s it. All this can be over in three months. Now, isn’t that better than three years?”

“Okay, but I’m all fat, as you pointed out, Mom. And GED? How am I meant to catch up on two years of work in three months?”

“Mrs. McKenna is coming for dinner tonight, so you can ask her yourself. Now, come on,” she opens up the car door into a chilly breeze, “if we’re going on a shopping spree, we’re gonna need some donuts first.”

This is exactly how she sets me up for failure. Calls me flabby but makes athletic competition part of my parole conditions. Then buying donuts and likely cooking up an entire farmyard animal for dinner.

I step out as well, slamming the car door shut even though the old station wagon can hardly take it. The rolling purple skies smell like a storm brewing in the Gulf. But I like the air. I like the wind coming over the suburban flatlands. It reminds me of peering out the cell window with Marcus, staring up at that great big purple sky.

“That’s not purple,” he’d say. “That sky is mauve.”

Maybe all this could be done in three months, and I could wipe the slate clean before I turn eighteen. Or maybe I’d be right back where I woke up this morning, fighting Beasts without any magic swords or bows or armor. I sniff the air of supposed freedom. It smells like fried dough and powdered sugar.




Chapter 2

Achilles the Lover







“Hey, who's this little guy?” I ask as Mom boots open the screen door to the backyard, flapping her arms to try and waft out the smell of cooking from the kitchen.

The goat isn't so little though. He trots up to me, bleating as goats do. I lean down and scratch behind his ears as Mom dumps all our shopping bags on the couch and heads back into her domain. The goat chews at the end of my T-shirt and nuzzles into my crotch.

“At least the grass looks good,” I call out. But Mom already has her music blasting, singing along to the exact same Greek songs I remember from my last night in this house two years but an age ago.

I sit down on the patio as the goat sniffs around, young and unafraid.

“Here, boy,” I say, offering him a tuft of grass.

He bleats and happily starts to chew out of my hand.

“I think I’ll call you Marcus,” I tell the goat, even though the goat doesn’t care. Maybe because this is the first real-life creature, except Mom, I’ve seen in these few hours I’ve been in alleged freedom. I assume the spirit of Marcus is inside this goat, waiting for me on the outside like he promised.

Marcus was the only real friend I made in juvie, and he’s the only guy I truly miss from there. From anywhere, actually. We only had about six months together, but our friendship was fast from day one. Neither one of us was the typical juvie type in southern Texas; that is, not Hispanic. Marcus gravitated to me from the start. I’d already built a decent reputation as the son of the scion of the Gulf Greek mafia, and Marcus was a six-foot three Black guy from the wrong side of Houston. Together, we were unstoppable. Even the Beasts tended to let us alone.

But Marcus committed the worst sin of all in juvie. One so great and terrible there’s no turning back from, no hope of redemption or making amends. He turned eighteen. On the morning of his birthday, I watched with silent tears as the Beasts dragged him out of our cell. The spit-hood and chokehold gave the Beasts all the free punches to the entrapped Marcus they’d never been able to take before. Since the staff at the adult correctional facility were waiting downstairs to take him away, what did it matter if the Beasts gave him a few kicks to his blindfolded head while screaming racist slurs in his ear. What was he gonna do, file a report?

Marcus had six weeks left on his sentence when they transferred him to adult jail. But after a week, I heard he got another year slapped on for walking funny or sitting down before they told him to or some cooked up bullshit like that. Of course they’d do that. Those private prison companies will do everything they can to keep you inside, up to and including breaking your legs on the day you’re meant to get out, just so they can plant a knife or meth in your cell while you’re getting plastered up.

And especially a juvie transfer who probably came with a way higher price per head to claim back from the State, for all that psychological support they’d be giving him. At least the juvies are mainly run by the State. They can only get away with so much. But to the adult prisons, Marcus was a golden calf ready to be sacrificed to their CEO gods. I knew they’d never let him go. And he knew the same thing.

I don’t judge Marcus for what he did. I can’t, because, truthfully, if I'd been in his position, I probably would’ve done the same thing. What was the alternative? Endless years of torture? And what’s worse, even when he did manage to make it out, what kind of life was there waiting? When the only work you’re likely to get is paying off debts to those who’d “protected” you on the inside, till those “debts” found you back on the inside? There was no breaking that cycle. Ain’t no rolling that rock up the hill.

I remember a story from The Odyssey Mom used to read to me before bed. This guy Sisyphus was the first king of Corinth until Zeus condemned him to push a massive boulder up a steep mountain for all eternity. Every time he was about to send it toppling over the crest, the sheer weight of the rock turned it back and the boulder rolled all the way back down, thumping on the ground far below. And once more, Sisyphus had to trudge back down the mountain and push it all the way up, knowing perfectly well it was cursed to fall back down. Every time, until the end of time. 

I remembered that scene so well, when Odysseus witnesses Sisyphus’s torture in Hades. I asked Mom: “What did Sisyphus do that was so bad?”

Mom had an answer, of course she did. She had many things to say about the evil of Sisyphus. The king had been wicked and cruel, twice cheating death. The king played a trick on Thanatos, the personification of Death, chaining him up in Hades so no human would ever die again. Naturally, that caused utter chaos to the natural order of the world. Death is part of life, and as hard as it is, if no one ever died, the world could not go on.

That’s why Zeus condemned Sisyphus to his eternal punishment. Fair enough, thought five-year-old me when Mom first told me the story. But what about Marcus? Had he stolen his way into Hades’ domain and captured Thanatos? Had Marcus guilt-tripped Hades’ wife Persephone into releasing him from the Underworld, promising to quickly return, only to thumb his nose at the gods and live far into old age since even Death himself was now deathly afraid to track down Sisyphus at risk of being chained up again?

Hardly. Not even close. Not even nothing. Marcus hadn’t even committed a crime, only been caught walking down the wrong street in the wrong neighborhood on the wrong night. Nope, I won’t judge Marcus for cutting short his waiting life of torture by hanging from the ceiling pipes in his adult cell. I can only pray Hades will treat him fairly, and Persephone will give Marcus even a sliver of kindness he’d never got in his earthly life.

“Are you hungry, Marcus?” I ask the goat. He’s bleating and trotting around the lawn, probably sick of staring at the same square fence day in, day out. I know the feeling. “Let’s see if Mom has something nice for you.”

But as soon as I’m inside, the front doorbell rings.

“Door!” Mom yells. How she can hear a doorbell ding over the clattering pots and blare of the music from burned CDs, I’ve no idea. I catch sight of her happy in the kitchen, perusing a steaming cauldron of dolmades and chain smoking as she always does when competing in the contact sport known as Greek cooking. I say chain smoking but it’s not really. I just don’t know what to call it when there’s three extra-long cigarettes burning all at once at different stations of the kitchen. One in an ashtray on the counter by the marinating octopus tentacles, another on the kitchen table next to the pot of yogurt and unpeeled cucumbers, and yet another between her fingers as she squeezes a whole lemon, by hand, into the gigantic pot of stuffed vine leaves.

I open the front door with nothing in my mind.

“Carla!” I stare at her in shock. Seventeen-year-old Carla looks every part the woman fifteen-year-old Carla always wanted to be. It’s the first time I’ve seen her in two long years. Her mom never let her visit, so we talked on the phone a lot. Enough to maintain one level above a friendship. She tosses aside perfectly ironed black hair, which flows from her Longhorns baseball cap, and plasters on that pageant-sized smile that has enchanted me since eighth grade.

“Aki!” She dives inside and wraps her arms around me like a squid clinging to the side of a shipwreck. I grab the petite frame I remember so well, lift her up and swing her round my body like the wrestler I used to be as we both shriek and laugh and soak up each other’s skin. “Your mom wouldn’t tell me when you were getting out. I had to go down to the courthouse to find out!”

I smile. Some things never change. But it’s a wonder of the world to look at her here, standing in the hall, in the flesh. I beam at her effortless style; from the denim shorts I know she cut herself and the strappy white top showing off sunset-colored skin far more tanned and tender than two years ago, just below the dangling hoops in her ears that I know are pure gold.

“Who is it?” Mom screams from the kitchen.

“It’s Carla.”

A pot clatters.

“Hola, Mrs. Konstantinos.”

“Does she want to stay for dinner?” Mom shouts. Carla nods enthusiastically, but I reckon it ain’t for the food.

“She does, Mom.”

“Does she eat octopus yet?” I throw Carla an inquisitive curl of my eyebrow. She shakes her head. Wise decision.

“Still no.”

Mom returns to expressing her feelings about Carla loudly in the kitchen, no doubt striking up another cigarette while launching into a personal dialogue with Nemesis herself.

“Is she cursing me in Greek?”

“Best not ask.”

“Oh, what’s all this?” Carla asks as she spies the mountain of Target bags swamped across the couch. 

“We went shopping on the way home, I got some new clothes.”

“Oh yeah? Well, maybe after you can give me a fashion show.” After…? Carla leans over the couch, squeezing her arms close together. I remember that look all too well. Even after two years barely remembering girls existed, I would never forget the way Carla looked at me.

“I haven’t even been into my room yet,” I say as we gather up the plastic bags, “so I don’t know what to warn you about, but I’m sure there’s something messed up inside.”

But she just smiles, and I do too. With Carla here, now I really feel free. Putting a face, and a body, back on the other half of our Sunday night phone calls. She’d kept me updated on the social ecosystem at school; what happened at the school baseball and football games I’d missed, how Charlie had led the wrestling team to a complete disaster at state finals, and always the latest on who everyone was dating in the tangled web of suburban Houston… Well, almost everyone. We never talked about who Carla was dating. I never asked, and she never said. Although once I did; one year, two months and three days since I’d seen her. I heard her mouth stretch wide in a grin down the phone as she said: “Tell me who you’re dating and I’ll tell you who I am.” 

“No one,” I responded with the same stupid smile.

“Me neither.”

But I’d never expected a girl like her to remain attached to a guy like me. I wasn’t the youngest wrestling captain the county had ever had any more, and it’s hard to maintain a ranking of being fourth best in the State from behind bars. Mrs. McKenna always used to call me the top jock in the school. She used to say: “You have to set an example for these kids. They’ll follow you.” I guess that task had fallen to someone else. But I’d never much cared, either before or after. Carla could date who she wanted because honestly, just having her as a friend had been a million times better than a girlfriend too young to grow bored and resentful of her man locked up.

We take the bags down the hall, and I suck in a deep breath as I open the door and flick on the light. It’s not an overgrown jungle like I feared. Just a normal bedroom of a guy who was once a fifteen-year-old kid; Drake posters on the wall and, above my desk, a corkboard full of ticket stubs from gigs at the Toyota Center. The ribbons and wrestling trophies are neatly arranged around the small statue of Thamyris, the fabled singer to the gods who Mom said had watched over me since birth.

“I’ll put the bags on the bed,” Carla says, struggling to find a pathway through the stacks of glossy Greek magazines covering the floor like pillars of a fallen temple.

“Oh yeah, she said she was using my room for storage.”

Carla hops on the bed, picking up a random Greek celebrity magazine from the pile and flicking through it. Her shiny, stuck-on nails are new. She tucks her hair under the Longhorns cap once again as she chews gum and looks at the pictures. I never knew her to be a baseball fan before.

I carefully step over the stacks of imported magazines mom has delivered by the crate, snatching a few of the Target bags and dumping them on the desk to root around for the gift I’d gotten Carla.

“I got you something,” I say, pulling out the small wooden box with a heart-shaped lock. “Here’s the key.” I chuck her a small silver charm to add to the bracelet I’m glad she still wears. She takes it with a deep smile.

“What are you putting inside?”

I root around in my duffel bag for the gift to go inside the box, and finally find it. A pocket-sized notebook, every page, every margin, filled with words scrawled in blue ink.

“I wanted to send you letters,” I admit, starting to feel a bit embarrassed at the sort of gift the fifteen-year-old Carla might’ve liked, but the seventeen-year-old version had probably grown out of judging by the gold earrings and man’s cap. “It was eight dollars a stamp…and, well, I reckon your mom wouldn’t be too keen for her mailman to see all those envelopes stamped with the juvenile justice department.” Carla watches me fumble over the words with the kind-hearted smile that always made my chest thump. And her hair. I can’t get over how shiny it looks. How much it fits her face more than the scraggy curls she used to wear it in. 

I look down at the cheap wooden box containing a battered, yellowing notepad, and feel waves of shame sent straight from Poseidon. 

“Every time I thought about you, or heard a new word in Spanish during a gang fight, I wrote it down in this notebook…because…well, because you always told me to tell you what I was thinking and, you know, no one else ever did that. And since I couldn’t write you or text you and every call out of that place is recorded, I wrote them all down here. All my feelings. Those quiet things I wish I could’ve whispered in your ear. Two years’ worth.” I have to cough to find my voice again.

 “I kept it hidden in the library ’cause they don’t let us have pens in our cells, much less anything else. But when I heard something I wanted to write down, especially the Spanish stuff I thought was beautiful, sometimes I’d stay awake all night, repeating the words over and over again so I wouldn’t forget them if I fell asleep… Anyway,” I say, putting the notepad inside and snapping the box shut, “this is for you.”

“Aki…” She takes the box, seeming to be genuinely touched. At least for a moment. Her eyes widen and prickle with tears as she goes through the motions of unlocking it and holding the notebook delicately in her hand, as delicately as she held my feelings. My heart drums mercilessly, wondering what she might think, what she might say. But she’s speechless. How could Carla, of all people, be without words?

She sniffs away something like a tear, puts the notebook back inside without opening it and locks it with the key which she slides into her pocket. Like that’s the only safe place for her feelings like how the box is the only safe place for mine. I’m glad it’s locked away. I can breathe again. 

“But what about this fashion show, huh?” Carla asks, delicately wiping the corners of her eyes to save her mascara. I didn’t know if I was allowed to ask what was wrong. Was she sad because of the time we’d lost? Or the time we had? Or because there was someone else—many someone elses probably—and I was just that guy she once dated who went to juvie she wanted to see one last time. She leans back against the wall as I root through the clothes, trying not to cut myself on our shattered love.

“I thought this shirt was nice,” I say, pulling out a lightweight, short sleeved burgundy button-down.

“That’s cute. And thank God it’s not stripes. Every boy in school thinks he can pull off the vertical stripe fad and I’m like, honey, no. You need to be tall and thin and white, not short, stubby and Mexican.”

“Or Greek.”

“Papi, you’re the buffest boy in school. You don’t need stripes. That is a cute shirt…and I’m sure it looks very sexy on you.”

“It looked fine. Only six bucks.”

“That’s good!”

“Yeah…” I hold it tight, thinking about how many other boys have given her a fashion show.

“So come on, let’s see it on. Fuck, I missed that body, Aki.” She stretches out on my single bed and kicks off her sneakers, just like she used to.

“Okay… but Carla I’m not the same as before. It was two years ago, and I didn’t really have a chance to work out in juvie.”

“Papi, I don't care about that. I’ve just missed you. I need my big Greek god to come and hold me in his arms.

“Fine,” I say, dropping the shirt. “But I’m turning off the light.”

“Deal.”




• • •




“I'm sorry Carla. I don’t know what happened.” 

“It's fine, don’t worry about it,” she says, balling up a wet wipe and tossing it into the trash can beside my desk. Not that there was much of anything to wipe away.

“I guess I'm just stressed,” I say, lying back on the pillow and covering myself up with the blanket, hands squeezing my pounding head. Carla wriggles her clothes back into place and lies down beside me. “And I was anxious about seeing you and all these parole conditions they’re making me do…”

“Aki, relax,” she says, propping herself up on my pillow and playing with the hair on my chest. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through right now. Of course it’ll take time to adjust. And when your mom is out there blasting nineties Greek techno music like we’re in fucking Aya Napa.”

“That’s actually in Cyprus, but yeah, she likes the nostalgia, I guess. I dunno.”

She lays across me, and I run my fingers along the groove of her soft, smooth back. Exactly the same as before, but completely different. It feels like everything is wrong. I’m in the wrong place touching the wrong person. It’s so strange to think but I actually miss the certainty of the cell. The routine. Being woken at dawn and locked away by eight in the evening. The same food on certain days like they were holy feasts. Hot dogs on Monday, pizza on Friday. Once they brought in a new caterer who switched up the menu, putting pizza on Friday and scrapping hot dogs altogether in favor of something called meatless Monday. 

The riot went on for two straight days. The Beasts only got us back under control by throwing a barbecue the next Monday and promising it would never happen again in a rare act of solidarity. After all, they eat the same food we do. So much for the vegan option in the Texas juvenile penitentiary system.

My head is too busy with thoughts, and Carla senses it. But she doesn’t try to prod. She used to bawl me out so bad for never telling her what I felt or thought. “But Carla,” I’d say, “I don’t tell anyone how I feel. Or what I think. Or what I care about.”

Now all my thoughts are locked away in that wooden box. I liked that they sit there, accessible in the abstract but out of sight. I don’t have to think about my thoughts if I know they are written down, waiting to be looked at if and when the time should come. I hope it doesn’t.

“How are you dealing with all this?” the state psychiatrist, whichever one it was that month, would ask. They didn’t stick around for long. They only came to us to get college credit then move on up to the big house. So, what were we meant to say about something we could do nothing about to a person we’d never see again? I never liked any of the psychiatrists anyway, except one. His name was Reynard; a big, broad-shouldered Midwesterner addicted to Texas barbecue. He used to sit in the chair, a long coat draped across his shoulders like he was some kind of dame from a black and white movie, legs crossed, like, ball-crushingly crossed, and reacted to all the crazy shit I said with phrases I’d never heard before like: “What in the Black Jesus?” or “Shania save us.” He also called me honey. He said he probably shouldn’t, but “when in Rome.”

I think I only ever told the real bad stuff to him. He stayed for six weeks at most, but he felt easy to talk to. About whatever I wanted. The Beasts used to joke that he just came by to molest me. They could see we had a connection, that I was telling him stuff, and they didn’t like that one bit. They made the county social worker come along to sit in one of our sessions; of course to report back any complaints I might have about the Beasts. I’ve never seen anything like what Reynard did to her. We were already sitting down in the small office outside the library, and she knocked once and tried to come in, all humble like, clutching a little notepad and tape recorder. A small woman, but her presence loomed large.

But Reynard’s was larger. “Get your cottage cheese ass in that two-bit H&M knock-off three-dollar sale-bin pant suit away from my patient before I call up every hairdresser in town and let each one of them raw dog me in the ass so they’ll keep on letting you get that jumble-sale tuft-weed perm that looks like the pubic hair of a mangy old tomcat.” She left. And the Beasts left us alone. They knew he had powers they couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Reynard wasn’t planning to work in a correctional facility, thank God. He told me he was going to work with queer youth. And in our last session, he told me to get in touch with him through the University of Houston if I ever wanted to talk.

“You all right?” Carla says.

“Yeah…sorry, babe, just my mind is like…ugh. Too much.”

“Want some weed?”

“What? No, Carla, you know what they’ll do if they catch me with that?”

“It’s fine, my mom’s got a prescription.”

“I don’t want any, Carla, no. And don’t bring it into this house again either.”

“I didn’t, Aki. Fuck, I’m just trying to help.” She stretches across my chest and picks up the Greek magazine she’d been looking at earlier from the floor. She spreads the cold, glossy pages over my bare stomach and flicks absent-mindedly through the clashing colors of celebrity shots.

“Who’s this?” she asks, looking at a double spread of a dark-haired young woman in a low-cut top, her arms folded and standing against the backdrop of white-painted homes on a typical Athens road. Carla twists the magazine around so I can read the Greek headline.

“She’s the new leader of the Hellenic Communist Party. It says…” I quickly scan the first parts of the article. “She says despite being thirty-six, she’s ready to become prime minister.” I glance at some of the quotes pulled out and side barred in the page and snicker out loud.

“What’s so funny?”

“Some old male news anchor asked her if she thought it was cruel to expect people to vote for a childless woman who’s nearly forty.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, then she called him a son of a whore on TV and…” I flip over the page and catch the conclusion of the story. “Then he got fired and she jumped ten points in the polls.”

“I love her boobs,” Carla says, flipping back to the woman’s picture. “Those are exactly what I want. See how they’re not too much at the top? I don’t want them to look like a couple of water balloons.”

“You’re getting a boob job?”

“Yeah,” she says excitedly, “I told you, remember? For graduation.”

“Wow…okay. But it’s like, serious surgery, no?” 

“And?” Carla chucks the magazine back on the floor and kisses me between the hair on my stomach. “If I’m going to move to Miami—”

“Since when are you moving there?”

“I told you, Papi, there’s a dance crew I wanna get into.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t be sad,” she hugs my belly, far more squidgy than the last time she splattered it with kisses. “As soon as you can travel out of state you can come visit.” She looks up at me, this girl I used to know so well, now as strange as a foreign ghost. “What’re you gonna do?”

Now all the stress comes flooding back.

“I have to do the stupid wrestling again. They made it part of my fucking parole conditions; can you believe it? Who does that?”

“Why not? You were good at it.”

“Yeah, but no one does Greco-Roman wrestling after like tenth grade. And they’re making me do my GED. Fuck, I wish I could go back inside.”

“Aki, stop, first of all you gotta get your GED no matter what, so it’s good they’re making you do that. And I’ll help you study. I got straight A’s in English and I can tutor you in Spanish.”

“Yeah but is your mom gonna let me come over to your house?”

“Oh yeah. Ha…that might be a problem. She’ll probably want to call your parole officer first.”

“Fine, it’s Mrs. McKenna anyway.”

“Holy shit.”

“Yup. Told you I’d rather be back inside.”

Carla snuggles up beside me, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and smelling my scent like she’ll soon never see me again. As if that is all the faith she has in me surviving Mrs. McKenna: parole dementor.

“Poor Achilles.” She smooths away my messed-up hair and brushes her soft lips against my cheek. “Life's hard.”

I shrug. I know it could be harder, although I’m not sure how. That’s the beauty of growing up Hellenic. Because whether things are going wrong or right, there’s absolutely nothing you can do to change the fates; only keep sacrificing to the gods and hope one of them might take pity on you if their games get a bit too cruel. None of this personal salvation nonsense or heaven through faith and good works endlessly taught by those “inspirational speakers” in juvie. Nope, in the ancient Hellenic religion, we humans are just the playthings of the divine beings on Mount Olympus. Like, life is a great big soap opera and the gods are a bunch of drunken writers with union contracts.

“Hey, I’ve got something that’ll cheer you up.” Carla slides her phone out from under the pillow and taps it open with a fingerprint.

“Holy fuck, they’ve got fingerprints now?”

“Yeah…but that’s not what I wanted to show you.”

“Fine, but, Carla, what if someone steals your fingerprint?”

“Aki, are you being serious? How’s someone going to steal my goddamn fingerprint? Cut off my thumb so they can get into my phone?”

“Well…maybe. But I don’t mean like that. Your data. Carla, the biggest piece of evidence that I didn’t do what they said I did was that they didn’t have a matching fingerprint. Or any fingerprints.”

“Is it rude if I say it didn’t help?”

“That’s not what I’m saying. I just spent two years locked up with guys who are now fucked for the rest of their lives because some government computer has got their fingerprints. And you’re just giving it away to your phone?”

“If it gets hacked, I’ll use a different finger. Happy?”

“Happy? No. I just hope for your sake no one’s going to steal your data, 3D-print a copy of your thumb and leave your prints all over a murder scene.”

“Can I show you this thing now?” Carla holds the phone up and makes a face in the camera, and a couple of virtual bunny ears pop up. 

“What the fuck?”

“You try.”

I stick out my tongue and all these flowers and eggs start rolling out on the screen.

“It’s an Easter bunny filter,” she says, but I was too busy playing with my face on the camera, amazed like a child at Christmas we’d never had. “Let’s do a TikTok.”

“I don’t know what that is.”

“This! Just stick out your tongue again and I’ll record it.”

“Carla, no, it looks like I’m naked! And I’ve not shaved and my hair’s a mess. People will think we’ve been doing stuff.”

“Well…we almost were.”

“And what will your mom say?”

“Relax, Aki. My mom is not on TikTok. Only kids at school will see, come on.” Her nails tap away on the screen. Look who’s home! she types, then sends to…to TikTok, I guess. I’m suddenly afraid to ask who'll actually see it. 

“Will you hold me?” she asks. 

“Of course, babe.” Carla flips around to face the wall and I thread one arm under her, the other clutching her stomach as I breathe in the warm scent of her neck. I stare over her shoulder like a watchman as she taps rapidly through short videos of people I used to know from school. “Is that Marcel?”

“Yeah, he’s tall now, right?” Suddenly replies start to flood in, her phone buzzing every few seconds with people responding. “Look! Everyone’s so excited you’re back! They all miss you.”

“I missed you, though, not them,” I say, batting away her phone.

“Aki…” she giggles, “careful this is new. I accidentally smashed the last one."

“You don’t need a boob job,” I say, nuzzling her skin.

“We’re hanging at the strip mall tomorrow night, you know, across from the Domino’s? You’ll come hang out with us?”

“Well if tomorrow’s Friday then I guess I’ll be at Uncle Zotos’ gym. Same as Saturday, same as Sunday, Monday—”

“Good so it’s right there. Nothing big, we just sit around the parking lot for a while. Cops don’t care; they prefer we’re all in the same place. Look,” she thrusts the phone back over her shoulder. “Everyone’s asking for you. Bojo has a truck now.”

“Has he,” I say, unable to stifle a yawn. But with Carla’s warm body next to mine, and the smells and sounds of mom’s cooking wafting in from the kitchen, I let the exhaustion of two years creep up on me. Sure, the moment I close my eyes I’m transported back to the cell and those sweltering summer nights when the Beasts turned off the air for fun and the howls of newbies crept through the walls like cubs calling out for their dead mammas. But all I have to do is think of Marcus snoring away in the bunk below, and then I feel safe again. 

“There’s no Beasts out there, Aki,” I hear him say in that long Texas drawl. “You're safe now, son. Just sleep.” 
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