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For all who struggle to trust


Part One: Donovan

Do us both a favor: check this out before you read

IF YOU’RE LOOKING to read a story about a sassy teenage gay boy who refuses to behave until he meets Mr. Wonderful in Senior Honors Physics, and then is dazzled into improved conduct and future monogamy, I highly doubt this is the book for you. Believe me when I say you should close the book right now—drop it into a recycling bin if you’re all about keeping the earth green—and walk away. To this point, my life hasn’t run according to a predictable romantic formula. I don’t see a reason for this status to change.

Maybe you think you’re into something darker, so an unconventional story will suit your offbeat mood. News flash, reader: loners spend significant time in bookstores. I’m aware of the kind of books that consider themselves dark, at least in a carnal sense, and many are categorized as “New Adult,” just like this one. Between lewd front and back covers featuring tits, tats, and torsos, a threadbare plot is woven into a heavy fabric of inspired sex. You’re not likely to find that shit in here, either—but don’t I wish?

By now, you’ve probably noticed I possess a flair for the dramatic. Well, I look at it like this: creating drama staves off boredom. Not that I need to justify myself. But if you’re still with me, you’ve earned a shred of my respect. So on second thought, maybe you should keep reading.

Stick along for the ride if it pops your cork…

 

Friday

I TOWEL MYSELF off after my second, extremely necessary, shower of the morning. Mom’s cast-off pale pink towel is history thanks to unsightly smudges of black dye. Whatever. I did what I had to do, even if it was messy.

This morning, you see, I woke up and dyed my roots black. The urge to do it had been gathering steam for a few days—ever since the new kid started working at the diner. I picked up the dye on a rather compelling whim at the 24-hour pharmacy on the corner of Depot and Wilder Streets after work on Tuesday night. The rest is well-planned history.

I had to refer to a YouTube video so my roots would appear intentional, rather than a result of lazy grooming. And you may think I seem like a hot mess, but my crime against hair color has been done by careful design. Don’t delude yourself—I wasn’t going for the chic ombré look. Believe me, there’s nothing trendy about me. I want bold black roots with zero transition to the rest of my white-blond hair.

I glance in the mirror over the bathroom sink and see the male reverse of Cruella DeVil. And I smile, having achieved the “what the fuck’s up with his hair?” vibe I desire.

I suppose you want to know why I did it. That’s an easy one, and I think you’re going to appreciate my total candor. Drumroll, please: It’s because even if I’m a loner, I’m not heartless. I’m different, and I flaunt it, which is my way of keeping it real with the world. FYI: “Different” is my PC way of letting the public know I’m strange, frightening, and maybe even slightly dangerous. So, it’s better if that kid at the diner, and everybody else, looks away.

And you know what, boys and girls? I can help with that…

Here’s how: I dress like a Halloween scarecrow. Yeah, yeah… You’re wondering what, exactly, constitutes “scarecrow attire”? Go ahead, bookworm, google it. I did—I’m a visual sort of guy. You’ll see images of rigid figures, some stuffed with hay, others skinny as the barn boards they’re made of, clad in an unfortunate variety of secondhand clothing. I wear plaid flannel button-downs and overalls—yes, even to the wedding of a random second cousin last summer—peplum shirts of coarse fabric, and baggy, worn-out jeans, cinched at the waist by knotted burlap belts. Countless patches, Western bandanas, and an antique, oversized top hat finishes my retro cast-off style.

I laugh as I pull on today’s hokey duds. I’m not what you’d call the picture of fashion. In fact, I’d wager guys rarely fantasize about their boyfriends sporting dirty, patched overalls and a hat like Abraham Lincoln’s. But even if I take the hat off, you’ll see my new jet-black roots—hard as hell to appreciate on a bleached blond. Dedicate the hair color upgrade to that guy at work who won’t look away.

He probably considers himself eclectic and likes to think he appreciates life’s more unusual things. Or maybe he’s merely a Halloween maniac who is turned on by scarecrows with hair like straw. Incidentally, when I stripped my hair of color, I hoped it would further shock those around me into keeping their distance, but it seems to attract a certain fry cook.

I have fifteen minutes before I have to leave for the torture chamber most people refer to as high school, so I kneel in front of the coffee maker and brew a pot. I’ll check over my take-home Euro History quiz while it brews. No, I’m not a nerd, but I want better options for the future than I’ve had in the past.

Before you ask, I have my reasons for wanting to appear shocking to the point of repellant. And for the most part, I’ve gotten my wish. Teachers and students at school, coworkers and customers at the diner, not to mention Mom and Jake downstairs, all glance at the floor when I walk by. But this guy fixes his gaze on me. Maybe my unnatural black roots will scare him off, the way a good scarecrow stuck in a vast cornfield scares away so many crows.

I just don’t understand why he can’t see how frightening I am.

You can see it, can’t you?

*

“The freezer pop is here.” Nobody laughs because it’s not a joke—they all know it’s true. I’m a damned cold human being, at home, at school, and here at my part-time job.

Yippee. He noticed I’m alive. And yeah, if you’re wondering, I’m being sarcastic.

As I swish past Walter Ricker, I try to decide if it’s worth the effort to flip him the bird for heckling me. By the time I reach my locker, I’ve decided not to acknowledge his rude remark with an equally rude gesture, mostly because he wants me to so friggin’ badly. The dude craves attention—if not from me, then from his puny, not to mention captive, audience. I refuse to satisfy his narcissistic need. With a small yawn, I open my locker and toss in the oversized plaid flannel shirt I wear as a coat. I’m more careful when I store my antique top hat on the shelf. It’s showing serious signs of wear and tear.

“Stand back everybody, unless you want freezer burn.” More silence.

I reluctantly acknowledge Walter’s persistence at inflicting his cruel humor on me. He’s braver than the kids at school. Or maybe my disturbing reputation followed me from Leighton High School to Windsor Academy, but not to the Monty-Carlo Diner. Or, not yet. But nobody else in the break room moves a muscle. I have that general effect on people.

I step back so I can see my face in the mirror I superglued to the inside of my locker door on the very day I was hired last spring. Then I pull my bleached blond hair with newly black roots into a messy bun, but I’m distracted. At school, they cautiously call me Ice Queen, and I like it. At least, I prefer it to “freezer pop.” It’s more dignified.

“What’s today’s special, Rhonda?” I use my sharpest voice.

Rhonda Rosco is caught off guard, although she shouldn’t be. The girl likes to think she’s invisible when she leans against the wall in the corner by the window overlooking the parking lot. Immune to my wrath. But she’s wrong—I see everything. And everyone. Don’t get too comfortable, reader. I can see you too.

Rhonda smooths her khaki skirt over her full hips, tucks a strand of dull auburn hair behind her ear, and glances around to gauge reaction to the fact that today I chose her. She’s not sure whether this makes her a target or one of the gang.

“What’s the daily special, Rhonda?” I don’t raise my voice. I never raise my voice anymore. I haven’t shouted since I was twelve years old. Which is a different story for a different day. Don’t hold your breath, bookworm.

“P-pot roast. With g-gravy and mashed potatoes. And mixed veggies…with garlic butter.”

Want to know my secret to success in the realm of human intimidation? I choose my victims wisely. A different worker each day, so they can never relax. I rarely vary from my course, as routine calms me. Still peering in the mirror, I carefully apply the dark red lipstick I keep on my locker shelf. It has to be perfect to alarm them. And just like yesterday and the day before, I can literally feel the united stare of my bewildered audience of waiters and fry cooks as it descends upon me. I’m like a fatal accident on the side of the highway—a scarecrow boy sporting dark red lipstick and now, jet-black roots. They don’t want to look at me, but they’re compelled to. Face it; if you were in the break room, you’d be staring too.

“Thank you, Rhonda,” I say, careful not to sound even remotely thankful, and sure in the knowledge I’ll again become invisible when they get what they came for: a good long gawking session at the strangest person they know.

The lipstick I wear is as dark as red gets. I’m convinced it discourages customers, and everyone else, from entertaining the slightest urge to kiss me, or do anything else with my mouth. One of my two bosses, Monty, is a huge, silent, and—like me—intimidating guy. But surprisingly, he’s cool with the whole “boy wearing makeup” thing. He won’t let me wear black lipstick when I serve food in his diner though. Believe me, I tried it. It’s a big no can do. I have to settle for sporting black lips at school.

I frequently consider getting a stitched-lip tattoo along the entire length of my mouth—above and below my lips. That’d certainly do the trick in discouraging oral fantasies—am I right, or am I right?

After hanging my messenger bag in the locker, slipping my feet out of my combat boots and into black sneakers, and tying a red apron around my waist, I walk back the way I came onto the floor of the Monty-Carlo Diner.

“You’re on section C tonight, Donovan. And you’ve already got customers waiting on you at C25.” Despite being young enough to be his son, Carlo is Monty’s partner in all aspects of life. Where Monty does all of the employee scheduling, orders, and other behind-the-scenes types of work, Carlo is always present at the diner, sticking his nose into every other aspect of the business. Lurking over our shoulders by the cash register, hanging in the kitchen near the fry cooks, lingering in the hallway by the restrooms—his job is to make sure everything at the diner is correct, clean, and cooked to his standards. And I’ve always suspected Carlo was the man behind the “no black lipstick at work, Donovan” decision.

“Yes, sir.” I’m always respectful to authority figures, with the exception of my mother and her boyfriend. Not sweet, by any means, but respectful. In this case, I know who butters my bread. I may be a scarecrow, but I’m no dummy.

I deliver glasses of ice water to an elderly couple I recognize from their frequent diner visits. The pair is memorable because they say in unison, “God bless you, dear,” at the conclusion of every meal. And they’re as familiar with the diner’s menu as they likely are with Bible verses. The pair is ready to place their order before I have a chance to ask them what they want for dinner. As usual, they detail how they’d like their grilled cheese sandwiches cooked.

“Past golden-brown, dear—we find them tastiest when they’re almost burned.”

The weight of a gaze on my back presses like a flattened palm. And in my hair…like fingertips running through my new black roots.

Over the past eight years, I’ve grown adept at recognizing the almost-physical sensation of being watched. My lessons in this began at home when I was ten. By the age of eleven, I knew exactly when Jake was gawking at me—he lurked in the hallway when I was in the shower so he’d be in perfect position to watch me run down the hall to my bedroom, wrapped in only a bath towel. And he stared at my lips as I sucked up strands of buttered spaghetti at dinnertime; somehow, I was aware he was looking even when my gaze was fixed on my bowl. At twelve, I told Mom her boyfriend should take a picture instead of constantly staring at me, because it would last longer. She reported my accusation to Jake, who claimed I was a “lying little bitch.”

I know what being studied feels like. But the gaze on me is soft and warm, not creepy and chilling, like Jake’s. Or catty, like the staff’s. Or scared shitless, like everybody at school. Somehow, I also know all of this.

When I turn around, I see him. The new short-order cook is staring at me from behind the lunch counter and sipping iced tea from a red-and-white striped straw. Shoulder-length curly brown hair—cut in the style of an eighties rocker—and expressive gray eyes with dark lashes that define them like eyeliner. Doesn’t he know he’s a vision of a bygone era? And he apparently hasn’t got a clue—the way the rest of the staff at the Monty-Carlo Diner does—that Donovan Liss is a stone-cold loner. A danger to him at worst, and in the best case, a lying little bitch who has zero interest in learning so much as his first name. So I do what I do best; I tell him to go to hell without using words. I simply stare right back at him, as brazen as can be, and scratch my nose with my tall middle finger. When he glances away, I revel in my success until a surge of guilt floods me, because maybe it was a bit like kicking a puppy. But if scarecrow attire and black-rooted straw-like hair don’t repel him, a nasty gesture surely will.

I don’t let anybody in. Not even adorable shaggy rock ’n’ roll puppy dogs with sad, dark eyes. Do me a favor, reader—hold off on the blame game until you know my reasons.

*

His name is George…well, George C, since there’s already a George who works at the diner as a delivery person. Despite how much I didn’t want it, this knowledge was forced upon me tonight.

“George C, I need a large fry!”

“George C, put extra mayo on the fish filet!”

“What’s taking so freaking long on those cheeseburgers, George C?”

Everybody eventually learns the name of the short-order cooks. It’s inevitable. And necessary, if you want your orders to be plated in a timely and accurate fashion. Which I do.

I’m usually pretty stressed-out by the end of my shift. Forcing a smile on my lips and a genial tone in my voice for an extended period of time is exhausting. The walking back and forth and the lifting of heavy trays don’t faze me. But after six hours of being on my best human behavior, I’m more than ready to hurl one of the potted spider plants from the large tables by the window across the room into the breakfast bar. And watch it smash against the plaster. And slide to the floor in a pile of brown and green chunks.

The image makes me smile, as I head back to the break room. I rarely smile, so it catches Carlo’s attention. “Are you grinning, Donovan?”

I fight the urge to tell him to go fuck himself. In order to do this, I picture a thick slab of brown bread smeared generously with butter. This job is my bread and butter. “Yes, sir. It was a good night for tips.” I jingle the cash in my apron pocket.

“Well, you should smile more often. It works well on you. You’d probably take home even more tips.”

“You’re hotter when you smile, Van.”

Shadows of Jake follow me everywhere. Through gritted teeth, I utter, “Thank you, sir.”

“Enjoy your evening, son.”

Carlo’s now grinning, like he’s going to ask me if I have any special plans for tonight, as it’s a Friday, and isn’t Friday night date night? Or is date night Saturday evening? I don’t give a shit, but I shake my head deliberately in an effort to discourage him.

“Monty and I are going to listen to a band, down by the lake. It’ll be chilly, but I’m taking along a couple of sleeping bags so we’ll stay warm.” His voice is dreamy, and I swear he has stars in his eyes.

At least I don’t have to worry about my bosses wanting to get busy with me. They’re too passionately busy with each other. How fucking sweet. “Sounds like a blast. Have fun.”

This is about the extent of small talk I’m capable of. I hurry to my locker, where I pull out my messenger bag, lift the flap, and after untying my apron, I pour in the cash that’s weighing me down. Then, I pull on my flannel coat and oversized top hat, change into my boots, sling my messenger bag over my shoulder, and head back through the restaurant to the front door.

I hate that I have to come and go through the restaurant. That I have to be the real me—not food server me—in a place where I have a well-defined role. Not a role I’m exactly comfortable with, but one I can deal with. And I can “fake nice” when I’m working, but beyond that, it’s too much of an effort. And when I finally step onto the street and pull in a long-awaited breath of cool air that doesn’t stink of greasy food, he’s beside me.

“Hey, Donovan.”

“Van,” I say and sigh.

“I’m George…George Curaco.”

“Whatever.” I pull the flannel shirt around me tightly and turn away from him. But I have a job to do before I storm off. “You need to leave me the fuck alone, George C…or find a new job.”

I wonder if he steps back or gasps or covers his mouth with his probably greasy hand in response to my rudeness, but there’s no sound of movement.

“You can’t stop me from looking at you. Or asking you if I can carry your bag…to wherever it is you’re going tonight.”

I grit my teeth—it’s a trick I learned when I was a kid. To prevent me from screaming.

“Can I carry your bag?”

My jaw still clamped, I shake my head.

“May I carry your bag?”

“Leave me the fuck alone.” Since I’ve voiced everything necessary on the subject of him and me, I brave a final glance. I need evidence that the puppy is down on the sidewalk, writhing in pain, having been kicked by the lying little bitch. But he doesn’t appear even slightly pathetic. The kid is studying me—his eyes seem serious, even sad, as usual, but he’s wearing a smirk. It hits me that George C isn’t sad at all. “It’s just your eyes…they look sad, but they’re not.”

“Just like your words. They make you seem mean…but you’re not.”

Oh, yes, I am!

George C pulls my bag from my shoulder by the long strap. “So where are we going?”

I snatch it back with a hiss. It’s louder than I intended. “I have no clue where you are going, but I am going home. Alone.” George C has succeeded in getting under my weathered, burlap scarecrow skin. This surprises me, as it hasn’t happened in years. I don’t curse at him again or spit on his shoes, which I’ve been known to do. I just storm down Depot Street in the direction of our duplex. To the second-floor suite I claim as mine. The Batcave. My safe space.

“I enjoyed our chat, Van. Really, I did.” His voice is soft and raspy, yet it carries all the way to me, and I’m at least ten steps away already.

It must be the direction of the wind.

 

Saturday

THE FBI PAID me a visit when I was fifteen years old.

Okay, okay…I know what you’re thinking. And maybe I am exaggerating. I can’t swear on a stack of Bibles that those men in black suits were from an actual federal agency, but what does it matter? This is my story—yeah, they’re my thoughts I’m spilling to you so generously. I can exaggerate if I want to.

I rise from the couch, where I slept last night. And the night before. All right, maybe I sleep here a lot. Every single damned night. I’m just not comfortable in bedrooms, not that I owe anyone an explanation. As I make a pot of coffee on the upside down plastic bin between the microwave and mini fridge, I recall an insane Saturday morning in the fall of sophomore year, a morning a lot like this one, when some form of law enforcement—two men in plain clothes who flashed a badge—dropped by our house in Leighton to check up on me. They summoned my mother, and we all sat stiffly in the living room, debating as to whether or not I was a danger to myself and others.

As it turns out, a group of Leighton High School parents had reported me as a potential school-shooter type of personality. They’d actually called the police on me, told them a combination of truth and lies—that I was totally antisocial and had threatened other kids with fictional guns I have no access to, nor interest in. According to the officer perched on the loveseat in our living room, a “surprisingly large number of individuals have informed us that you, Mr. Liss, are highly antisocial and unreasonably angry, and threaten violence regularly.” They’d further reported that, although I was respectful to teachers and staff, the adults at school weren’t comfortable with me either. In short, I was “consistently sullen and intimidating.” My very presence disturbed students and staff alike.

I can’t blame any of them for their fears…it’s a vicious and nonsensical world we live in where a young adult male, for the most part, is apt to do anything. In many places, disturbed people my age can buy a gun and use it to wreak havoc on others at school, in theaters, in churches. I totally get how people are afraid of it happening to them—you probably are too—but the thing is, I don’t want to hurt anyone. I just want everybody to stay away from me. Because maybe…just maybe, I’m afraid of them. Of everybody—students and staff. Of my family. Of the random disturbed teenager who gets his hands on a gun. Of the entire world.

My fear is bigger than yours and theirs—maybe even put together.

I’m not asking for your pity; I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t get it if I asked. I’m not exactly the empathy-inducing sort. But the truth is, nobody protected me when I needed it—in my very own home where I should have felt safe. Acting “consistently sullen and intimidating” is my way of taking care of myself. I am sullen and intimidating at home…at school…at work. I’m sullen and intimidating 24/7, like it’s my job. And it’s exhausting, but it would be far more exhausting to let my guard down.

By the parental accusations that sprang from their children’s fear—accurate on the sullen behavior, but inaccurate on the weapons accusations—I knew I’d successfully separated myself from the rest of the world, which had been my goal. Even so, somewhere deep within the glory of my success, I felt depressed. On that Saturday morning in October of sophomore year, sitting on my couch and smirking at the cops as I was questioned, lectured, and then sternly warned, I was disheartened. Nobody worried over the boy who was in such despair he’d alienated himself from the world. Everybody worried about their own asses, their kids’ asses. This is the kind of world we live in, I guess.

True disclosure: Nobody—not my guidance counselor or my mother, for a start—has even once reached out in an effort to determine the how and why of my antisocial behavior. But I’m better at hiding the fact I give a shit about stuff like that now. And I’m better at flying low under the radar at Windsor Academy than I was at Leighton High School.

Anyhow, after assuring the cops I wasn’t planning to shoot up the school—not to mention Mom and her live-in boyfriend, Jake, didn’t even own a gun I could steal to do it—they reluctantly departed. I was certain, as they closed the front door, that those men would keep a future eye on me. As soon as they drove away, Mom beat me with Jake’s belt for putting our “family” on the radar.

His belt wasn’t burlap. I couldn’t move for two days. And those men didn’t return to my house to find out where the bruises on my face and body came from. So if they actually were keeping an eye on me, it wasn’t a particularly attentive one. But I’d achieved my short-term goal: no one from Leighton High School wanted to be near me, let alone in a bedroom with me, which was what I feared most. I was safe. Except for when I was at home.

Things are different now because Mom and Jake have grown kind of scared of me too.

The second floor of our new house is like a complete and compact apartment in itself, which is convenient. I never have to go downstairs to make food or take a piss; in fact, days at a time can pass me by without seeing Mom and Jake. I have a living area where I keep a microwave, a mini-fridge, and a coffee maker. I’ve got a bedroom and a bathroom all to myself. I have no idea how I survived in the tiny ranch in Leighton with my less-than-loving mother and her perverted boyfriend for so many years. All we share now is a main entrance. And if I time it right, our comings and goings consistently miss one another.

I take my mug of coffee back to the couch. Not one for television—a good thing because I don’t own one—I lift my sketch pad off the coffee table. If my former schoolmates and their parents caught a glimpse of the dark, disturbing daily entries in my current sketch pad, they’d call Homeland Security, for sure. Just sayin’.

I’m a talented artist, but only when it comes to drawing monsters. For some reason, the creatures that haunt my mind are the only things I can make real on paper. In such vivid detail, they almost look alive. And by committing them to paper, I’m able to expel them from my brain. Well, for the most part—as long as I stay out of bedrooms.

Shit had gotten so out of hand at Leighton High School we had to relocate. And I had lofty goals for a fresh start when we first moved to Windsor last year. Hopes I could achieve “normal human being” status—that I could stop dressing like it was Halloween and start drawing hearts and rainbows in my sketch pad, like gay boys are supposed to do. And sleep in a damn bedroom instead of on a living room couch. And maybe even talk to kids at my new school. But the damage was too deep. By this, I’m referring to the scars left by so much fear.

My revised goal is simple survival. The good news is I’m still here, drinking coffee on the couch. “So far, so good” is how I see it.

I grab my pencil and start to sketch. I hardly have to think about what I’m doing. As it moves, my hand seems to have a mind and a purpose all its own. I don’t even have to think as I draw. Ever had that kind of thing happen? It’s warped and wonderful at the same time.

I watch and wait for the monster to appear. And like I said, it’s as if the hand working is not my own. Will today’s monster be the disturbing rendition of Beauty’s Beast, minus every last one of his endearing characteristics? Or will it resemble a dragon, but with a forked tongue and daggers in place of teeth? Maybe my hand will craft the familiar image of an obese male body with a fire-eyed skull balancing on his shoulders where Jake’s head should be. Or perhaps I’ll fashion a new creature, born of the paradox from which I suffer—my paralyzing fear of human interaction and my simultaneous devastating need for it. A contradiction within me I’ve admitted to no one…except now, to you.

So keep it under your oversized top hat, my dear reader. Got it?

As I draw, I slip into a familiar daze. I float to the tiny crawl space in my head that holds all the reasons for why I am the way I am.

It’s pitch black in here, and very cold. I crouch in the corner with my arms hugging bony knees to my chest, a last-ditch effort to hide since the walls are smooth rock and offer no nooks for me to slip inside. Although it’s too dark to see a hand in front of my face, I squeeze my eyes shut. Just as I did when I was younger.

When the monster comes, I can’t see his face or body. Thanks to the darkness, not to mention my sealed-shut eyes, his identity is masked. I tell myself I wouldn’t recognize him if he passed me on the street, or in a dream—even though I would.

There’s no doubt when the monster is looming above me; I recognize his closeness—I recognize him—by the way he smells. Spicy, like sweat and nachos. And by the way he touches me. By the mass of his paw fastened to my shoulder. By his heated breath, whooshing in disturbingly steady intervals on the back of my neck. By strength born of sheer bulk, allowing him to flip me gracelessly onto my belly as if I’m a child’s doll and bearing down upon me with his enormous weight.

I grit my teeth as I strain against his overwhelming heaviness. As I voice my refusal, I think of Mom, and then block her from my brain. She can’t help me. Or she won’t.

When it’s all too much to take, I change forms. I grow cold and hard, a chunk of rock on a mountain in winter. And slippery, as I’m fully ice-glazed, I slide from his grip and press my rock-body into the smooth granite wall. He can’t find me now. Frustrated by my lack of response, he stops…

I’m frozen in place, just more ice-cold granite in the wall. And I wait.

The monster growls and then murmurs that it’ll be okay, and to give him a pretty smile, but I don’t. He tells me my mother won’t believe me, and he’s right. He brags that he can make me do what he wants, and he’s right again. After a while, when I’m sure I can be hard and cold and still no more, he grows bored with the game and leaves without another word.

Like always, I want to follow him out the door—at a safe distance, of course. I want to go somewhere I can be warm and safe. Most times, I do this, knowing he’s gone and won’t return to my bed tonight. But now—for the first time ever—I’m frozen to the wall. I hid too well and have become part of the rock. Maybe I’m safe, but I’m so cold…I’m way too cold.

I want to move, but I can’t—except for my hand. The one I draw with. It’s free and can’t stop moving. Sketching. Or am I waving, in the hope I will flag down someone…anyone…who can help me?

A new gaze falls upon me, warm and gentle, but as heavy as a down quilt. Someone is finally here to help, even if no one was ever there before.

I startle myself when I fall out of my trance. From a dark and frigid crawlspace deep in the earth, I’m dropped into a sunny autumn Saturday morning on my plain, light brown, fake suede living room couch. With my coffee cup beside me, still warm and full, and my sketch pad on my lap. And George C’s face staring up at me in black and white…

I drew George C, the new short-order cook from the Monty-Carlo Diner.

Is he my newest monster? Or is he the one who pulled me from the wall?

*

Work is slow for a Saturday night. Slow, as in, it’s completely empty in here. Windsor is a good-sized city, and the Monty-Carlo Diner is well priced with decent food, so I’m not sure why nobody’s here. Maybe the crowd will arrive late. Late-night diners are lousy tippers, but such is the life of a student/waiter. The other servers are huddled with George C at the bar, talking up a storm, getting to know him. Every once in a while, a wild burst of laughter assaults my ears—I can’t get any peace. When I’m at work I want to be working, goddammit. I want to be able to slip into my “fake nice” personality and earn tips.

“Come on over and hang out with us, Van,” Walter calls in a teasing voice. “You seem so pitifully lonely.”

“I’d rather chew on glass,” I reply. Since I never raise my voice, he probably didn’t hear me.

The head waitress, Nikki Nelson, is what the cooks call “hotness personified.” A twenty-something-year-old woman who enjoys being sexy and plays it up to the max. Who isn’t so afraid of being noticed that she has to dress like a scarecrow to frighten the world away. And maybe I’m jealous of her freedom; sometimes I wish I could be pretty rather than so aggressively strange. For some reason, though, she doesn’t avoid me like the plague or want to break my spirit like the others do. “Leave Van alone. Can’t you see he wants no part of you, Ricker?”

“Yeah, you’re right. Donovan Liss has got so many better things to do with his time.”

Funny. I’m sitting in a corner booth alone, studying my short-clipped glittery black fingernails, stressing out about the lack of customers, because I’m at work and there’s no work. And no work for a waiter means no tips. So yeah, my dance card is chock-full.

“How about I give you something to do, Walter? It’ll keep you busy until the crowd arrives.” Nikki glances around and nods. “Time to fill the ketchup bottles. And Rhonda, you can help him.”

They drag themselves off their bar stools and start to collect ketchups, leaving George C all alone. Walter shoots me a dirty look. I scratch my nose with my middle finger.

It’s time for the staring marathon to begin, I predict when George C lifts his eyes and our gazes crash. I dread it more than usual because of how his face appeared so unexpectedly on my sketch pad this morning. An uninvited guest in my tiny apartment, for sure. I glance at him again, if only to prove my prediction, but I was wrong. His attention is caught by a couple of guys who enter the restaurant.

George C stares at them for a few seconds before he stands and scrambles toward the kitchen. But he’s too slow. The two burly dudes grab him by the arms and drag him toward the door.

“Hey! Where are you taking my fry cook?” Carlo literally runs across the restaurant and plants himself in front of the door. I’m surprised at his speed. He’s a short man, slightly pudgy, and his leather loafers aren’t made for running. He skids to an awkward stop.
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