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			​

			To boys who have lost their innocence

			to powerful men’s lust

		


		
			​Hazard

			That night, we succeeded and yet failed tragically. Rakesh had warned me to not come here. I knew it wasn’t safe, but I wanted to help. I could hear the music from outside. The metal gate to the front yard was left ajar. A middle-aged man guarded the door. I knew he was armed. Slowly walking by the gate, I peeked inside. The translator was sitting on the ground, among the crowd of spectators. But I couldn’t see Rakesh. The rescue mission involved appealing to the greed of the host.

			I heard the bells of a boy’s anklet, but I couldn’t see him. The music got louder, and the audience’s excitement grew. All I saw was a green lace covering that hid the boy’s face. It might have been Jabbar.

			“Go home,” the guard yelled at me. “Unless you want to join him,” he laughed. His teeth rotten.

			I had to be reasonable, so I went away.

			Even a decade later, I still shivered at the memory of that night.

		


		
			​Abrasion

			My demon takes the shape of the desire to hide. I wished I could stay under the blanket and cry myself back to sleep. Lie in bed until the bruise got healed. But I had to get up and somehow find a way of concealing it. Or explaining it. At least, it wasn’t bleeding anymore. I had to admit that this was my own fault.

			I looked at the clock. If I wanted to get to work on time, I had to leave quickly. I got out of bed and washed my face with cold water, careful not to touch the carpet burn on my face. Breakfast was out of the question. I wore my uniform, but I needed more layers in the cold. My bag was ready on the armchair. All I had to do was to shove the SAT book in there. Its covers were wrapped in paper. I didn’t want anyone to judge me for still dealing with the SAT at my age. In the closet by the front door, I found a brown knitted hat that didn’t go with my black suit and tie. What did match with my outfit was Cliff’s baseball cap with silver plaques that said “Boss.” I’d look ridiculous wearing that. Then his ushanka hat attracted my attention. I wished he would get rid of that Russian thing.

			​I put the ridiculous hat back on the shelf, thinking of the Soviet occupation of my country that forced my family to escape. And here I was, decades later, stopping myself from tossing my boyfriend’s Russian headgear into the trash can. I couldn’t tell if it was fake. But as much as Cliff liked fancy clothes, he wouldn’t buy fur products. ​He’d never do anything to harm animals. Did that mean I was less than an animal?

			My eyes got watery. No, I couldn’t do this again. If the tear drops reached the bruise, it would burn, or worse, bleed. I put on my green jacket and glanced at the picture on the wall. I had chosen to frame this particular photograph. It showed my profile, with my eyes closed, as I kissed Cliff on the cheek. He had a big grin on his face, staring at the camera, tongue sticking to the side. He was wearing a tank-top, his bicep bulging at the corner of the picture. He took this selfie during the DC Pride weekend, excited that we could make out in public near DuPont. He loves to show me off. An admirable sense of pride that rubbed off on me over the years. If only we could live in that frozen moment forever.

			I locked the door on my way out. Thank God no one was in the hallway. I almost ran down the stairs to leave the building before any of the neighbors saw me. Not that they’d care but I didn’t want anyone to see me like this. ​Cliff really overstepped the line this time, bruising my face. We’d have to talk about that later. The cold air outside served as a painkiller for my face. The snow had started to set.

			​I walked down Robinson Street and stopped a few meters from the bus stop, where several people were already waiting. A guy was wearing cordless headphones, bopping his head to the beat of hip-hop music.

			​I thought back to last night. I shouldn’t have provoked Cliff, when I saw he was getting mad. “Well, it didn’t look like nothing. I saw you leaning over him and showing him something in your phone,” I criticized as we entered the apartment.

			“So what? I’m here, aren’t I? Maybe instead of coming with me to the gym and complaining the whole time, you should just come home and make some freaking dinner.”

			“You think I’m just gonna be a good housewife while you go and flirt with every hungry bottom in the city?”

			“Whatever.”

			“Oh, go to hell, Cliff,” I answered.

			“What did you just say?”

			I should have kept quiet. “I said, go to hell.”

			“Who do you think you are, talking to me like that?” He walked closer, his voice louder than I expected.

			“I’m the one who—”

			He slapped me so hard my ear whistled. “That was a rhetorical question,” he warned with his index finger.

			I punched him on the arm. He bumped me with his chest, causing me to fall backward. “You really got some nerve. I can throw you out like the sack of garbage that you are.”

			“This is our apartment,” I stung back.

			“Oh yeah?” He loomed over me and extended his hand to slap me again.

			I imagined kicking him between the legs, making him fall over and even get teary-eyed. I tried to kick him, but he took my foot and dragged me on the carpet all the way to the front door, giving me this bruise on the face. Then he let go. I sat on the floor and pulled my knees to my chest. I touched my face and complained, “See what you did.”

			He hung his foot next to my head and gave me a slight tap, making me turn my neck so he could see the bruise. “That will shut you up for a couple of hours.” He took off his shoes and dropped them right next to me.

			The young man at the bus stop turned up the volume on his headphones and looked at me for a second. He saw the bruise and immediately looked away. I was ashamed. What was wrong with me? Cliff’s little outburst did not even compare to what I’d endured before I came to Baltimore. But even a cursory thought of my previous life brought tears to my eyes.

			A girl stood next to me, forming a line that I wanted to avoid. She looked fifteen or so. She sounded like she was digging for something in her bag. I checked to see if the bus was coming.

			“Here,” she said.

			I didn’t want to look at her, thinking she was talking to someone else.

			“Excuse me?”

			I looked. She was holding out a pack of Kleenex. I tried to take a tissue.

			“Just take the whole thing.”

			“Thanks.” I chuckled at how absurd I looked.

			She smiled and looked away.

			I wiped my face, searching my mind for something pleasant to think about. Learning vocabulary was essential to my plan. I opened my covered-up SAT book and looked for a word to distract me: Abrasion.

			The bus stopped in front of me. Not too crowded today. I sat by the window near the back door.

			Soon, ​the bus approached Albemarle Street and I pressed the “stop request” button. I got off and made a left onto President Street. A police officer was standing on the sidewalk, like trash that disgraced the face of the city. ​In my twenty-four years of life, I’d learned that the police only protected the powerful from the powerless. ​I walked away. Two blocks later, I entered the Patapsco Fleet Inn.

			“Good morning, Ms. Grace.”

			“Morning, sugar. How are you?” She was focused on whatever she was typing.

			“Good, and yourself?”

			She looked up from her monitor. “What kind of nonsense?” She studied my face. “What’s happened to you?”

			I just shook my head. “You know how you can glide on the hardwood floor with your socks on, as you dance? Like in that movie? Turns out you can’t do that on carpet.” I never danced, but she didn’t know that.

			“Oh my.” She sounded like she could see it.

			“Yeah. My face did glide though.”

			“That must have hurt.”

			“I’ll survive.” I always did.

			“What was the song?”

			I love Bollywood movies, so there is never a shortage of good songs. “Jashn-e Ishqa. It’s from a movie. I’ll forget all about it once I start working.”

			“Are you messing with me? Boy, you can’t stand at the reception desk looking like that. You wanna scare off our guests?”

			“I’m just standing here.”

			“Not looking like that, you’re not. Why didn’t you call out?”

			“I don’t wanna be home. Plus, it’s gonna take a few days to heal.”

			“Well, you for sure won’t be standing here like that.”

			“What do you want me to do?” I had to find a way of covering up the carpet burn. “I could put on some makeup. Do you have some foundation I can borrow?”

			She just looked at me sideways and then broke into laughter. “You hit your head, didn’t you?”

			I realized why she was laughing.

			“Go to CVS and get some. Look in the mirror, put it right next to your face. It should have the same hue.”

			“Will you teach me how to apply it?”

			She shook her head no, but I knew she would.

			“It’s no big deal. I’m fine. I’ll be right back.”

			I followed her instructions and did my best to look presentable. Around 10:45, I was at the front desk when someone attracted my attention. He looked like a model, wearing tight pants and a military jacket. He was carrying a backpack and a red suitcase that he pulled on the floor. His dark skin glistened in the dim light of the lobby. His thick lips were adorned with a thin strip of mustache and his chin with a patch of beard. The rest of his stubble was neatly trimmed to accent his jawline. He raised his eyebrows to make three wrinkles on his forehead, as he looked at me.

			“Good morning, sir.”

			“How you doing? I have a reservation for Tyrique Williams.”

			I typed his name into the system. “Hope your flight wasn’t delayed or anything.” His suitcase had an airline tag. “With the snow and all.”

			“It’s all good. Although to be honest with you, I expected it to be chillier.”

			I couldn’t find his name. I switched his first and last name, just in case someone had mistyped it. “It feels colder with the gust.”

			“So I’ve heard.”

			I brought up the full list of rooms and the names they were booked under. Maybe Rebecca had completely butchered his name. But spelling “Tyrique” didn’t seem difficult. I had to say something to hide the fact that I couldn’t find his booking. “What brings you to town? A quiet stay in Baltimore on the way to New York’s fashion week?”

			“Fashion week? Nah, why you say that?”

			“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…”

			“It’s cool,” he interrupted. “I try to look fashionable so the TSA won’t harass me. You know how they tend to randomly pick on you if you don’t look a certain way.” He looked at my name tag and raised one eyebrow, “I’m sure you know what I mean, Abdul.”

			“Yes, sir.” I still couldn’t find anything similar to Tyrique or Williams in the system.

			“This is heavy.” He took off the straps of his backpack and placed it on the ground. “Is there a problem with my reservation?”

			“I’m so sorry, Mr. Williams. The computer is acting up today. Let me go ask my colleague.” Staring at him, I reached for a pen to write down his name, but my finger ended up in a pack of tacks on the desk. I pulled my finger and sucked on it to prevent bleeding.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing. I just put my hand into a box of tacks. I’m stupid.”

			“I’m sorry,” he touched his heart as if he could feel my pain. “Happens to the best of us. Don’t blame yourself.”

			He was in fact the best of us. Something in me was being pulled toward him. He emanated magnetic energy.

			I went to the back and found Ms. Grace in the office. “Could you please help me? I can’t find the guest’s name in the system: Tyrique Williams.”

			She stood up and followed me to the lobby. “Good morning. How are you doing?”

			“Hi.”

			She typed his name. Still nothing showed up. She closed the program and opened a spreadsheet that she kept as a backup to our reservation system. Still, the “find” function didn’t return anything.

			“Mr. Williams, did you make the reservation directly with us or through a third party?”

			“I made it through an app. Hold on.” He reached into his pocket and took out his cellphone. He had manicured fingernails. Six or seven bracelets were wrapped around his wrist. “Right here.” He gave the phone to Ms. Grace.

			“Mr. Williams, you made a reservation at the Patapsco Paradise. That’s the hotel next door. You’re on the thirteenth floor. You’ll have a perfect view of the Inner Harbor. We only have four floors here.”

			“Oh,” he shook his head. “My bad. My cab brought me here. I didn’t even think to read the... Wait, the thirteenth floor?” He paused, leaned in, and lowered his voice, “You think that’s bad luck?”

			Ms. Grace smiled, “You’re not superstitious, are you? You’ll be just fine in your chambre avec vue.”

			“OK, OK. I trust you.” His smile lit up the room.

			“Have a good day, Mr. Williams.”

			“You do the same.”

			“Let me help you, sir.” I intervened, wanting nothing more than a few more minutes in his presence.

			“Nah, I’ll be fine.”

			“Please. I couldn’t help you here. It’s the least I can do. Plus, you just said it’s heavy.”

			“You don’t think I can manage?”

			Damn, had I just implied he was weak? “I just wanted to help.”

			He winked and motioned for me to join him. “Just messing with you.”

			I went around the reception desk, lifted his backpack, and opened the door for him.

			“Thank you,” he nodded at me. “You don’t wanna grab your jacket or something?”

			Not for crossing the street to the Paradise. “I’m used to the cold. I’ve lived in much colder climates.”

			“Abdul, you have this accent that I can’t place. I don’t want to pry, but it’s piqued my curiosity.” He walked down the steps.

			“Where do you think my accent’s from?”

			“I don’t wanna make a poor presumption and risk sounding uninformed.” He stopped walking as if to conjure his energy to think. “If you’re used to the cold and have a Muslim name… so… maybe Afghanistan?”

			I couldn’t believe it. “Yeah. How did you…?”

			“Yes,” he punched the air.

			“A lot of time, I get China. Even Korea a couple of times.”

			“A Korean Abdul?”

			He made me laugh.

			“That’s funny. I mean Uyghur could be another educated guess. But I doubt most people would even know about that.”

			“Exactly.”

			“My dad is from South Carolina. My mom from the US Virgin Islands.” He was more courteous than most people.

			“Nice to meet you.”

			“Pleasure.” He extended his hand. “I feel like it’s insensitive to ask questions and not volunteer anything about oneself. I hate it when people think they’re entitled to ask you whatever question comes to their mind.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“Well, I noticed your hand is cold. You should go back. I’ll manage it from here.”

			“I’m OK.”

			But we had already reached the hotel.

			He took his backpack from me. “Hopefully, I’ll run into you again before I leave town. I’m just across the street.”

			“That’d be amazing.” My face got hot. “Have a good one.” I rushed back into the inn before I could say anything else embarrassing.

			“Well, aren’t you sweet to help out the most good-looking customer we had in weeks,” Ms. Grace noted.

			“I was just helping out. Nothing like that.” Of course, I would use any excuse to talk to someone like him.

			“Mhmmm. I don’t blame you. That was a fine young man. And so are you, sugar. Don’t you forget it.”

			Flirting with Tyrique had happened organically, like pollination did without the bees’ conscious effort.

			Maybe that was how Cliff felt, when boys gathered around him. The incident last night at the gym could have been benign. And yet I’d made such a fuss about it.

			A deep frown formed on Ms. Grace’s face.

			“What happened?”

			“Just reading about the police shooting of another unarmed Black man.”

			“The one in Kansas?”

			“Right here on Mosher Street. Last night.”

			Already, more than one police shooting since yesterday. The police were always there to harm black and brown bodies. Most people abroad don’t know about these incidents. America is advertised as the land of the free.

			When I got home, I prepared two bowls of salad Shirazi. I put some chicken breast in the frying pan and let it simmer in a yogurt sauce on the stove.

			Cliff came home around eight, half an hour later than usual. I went to the door, not saying anything. He just put his gym bag on the floor and said, “I went to the gym early so there are fewer guys trying to chat me up.”

			“I’m sorry, Cliff.” I took off his coat. “I’m stupid.”

			“You’re my stupid.” He cupped my chin in his hand and kissed me on the cheek.

			I rubbed the back of his arm, enjoying his tender side.

			Cliff took off his jacket and boots. He loosened his tie and opened the top three buttons of his shirt. He had blond hair and a trimmed beard. Chest hair showed from under his shirt. And I could see the lion head tattooed on his arm. His tight shirt showed off his muscular pecs and biceps. He looked at me with his deep blue eyes and said, “I’m sorry I hit you.”

			“You can hit me anytime you want,” I brought his hand to my lips and kissed it.

			“I’m serious.” His voice low and small, his eyes locked on mine. “It makes me feel loved when you get jealous. Just...” He exhaled. “I love you.”

			I felt so free now that our fight was over. Now that the real Cliff was back.

		


		
			​Liaison

			The next day, covering up the wound took less effort. Cliff called me resourceful and apologized again. I was standing at the front desk at work when Tyrique walked in. A pink scarf was hanging from his neck on both sides of his jacket. I smiled as I felt my heart pounding heavier.

			“Good morning, Mr. Tyrique.”

			“Mr. Abdul.”

			“How are you doing? Are you enjoying your stay in the Paradise?”

			“It feels like paradise right here.”

			His response surprised me. I had to say something to flirt back. But I couldn’t think of anything. Asking how I could help would bring the conversation to an abrupt end, but I didn’t know what else to say.

			“I heard about this Lebanese coffee shop that is supposed to be nearby. But I forgot the address. I was hoping you can help me out.”

			“​Morning in Beirut? Yeah, absolutely. It’s only a couple of blocks away. It has its own style of coffee. They have American coffee too, but you should try theirs. Kinda like Turkish coffee, but better. They add cardamom and a bit of sugar if you like. No milk. It’s the best thing in the world.” I got carried away.

			“Sounds wonderful.”

			“Yeah, just go past the circle, the Katyn Memorial, down on President Street and turn left on—”

			“I was hoping you could perhaps show me.” He interjected. “I’m not good with directions. As you recall. I’d treat you to a coffee.”

			I probably stared at him for too long without saying anything.

			He went on, “You know, to say thank you for helping me with my luggage yesterday.”

			“You’re too kind, sir. It was nothing. I didn’t even carry it all the way.”

			“Come on, Abdul. Don’t leave me hanging. It’s pretty quiet in here. I guess you don’t get a lot of tourists in November.”

			Ms. Grace walked in. “No problem, he’ll show you how to get there.” She put ​my green jacket on the countertop. “He was about to clock out for his break anyway.”

			Did she want to live vicariously through me?

			“You were?” He sounded excited. “That’s serendipity.”

			Not knowing what that meant, I turned around and whispered, “Ms. Grace, what are you doing?”

			“Go. Take your time.”

			“Not like I’m single.” I mouthed, almost without making any sound.

			“I know that,” she swatted my concern away.

			“Thank you so much for covering for him.” Tyrique interrupted our murmurs.

			“It is all right. It’s been a slow Saturday,” Ms. Grace announced, flirting on my behalf.

			“I’m eager to taste this best thing in the world, Abdul.”

			Did I imagine the double meaning? Of course, I did. He would not be so upfront.

			My heart wouldn’t ease on the way. Why was he interested in me? Did he want only the directions to the coffee shop, or did he want something more? I wondered if my face was red. I was so excited I could hardly pay attention to what he was saying.

			I decided to pay attention to my surroundings to stop thinking about his intentions. The barista behind the counter was beautiful. His locs were wrapped in a black scarf. He handed Tyrique two cups of coffee. He asked if I wanted any pastries. I declined. We sat down.

			“This smells amazing.”

			I nodded. “Cardamom. Be careful. It’s hot.”

			“I like hot,” he reassured me.

			A smile formed on my lips, probably looking quite cheesy, like a schoolboy on a first date.

			“Those dimples though. Ahhh!” He bit his lower lip.

			I blushed and looked down at my hands.

			“Tell me, Abdul,” he leaned back and hooked his arm on the back of the chair, “what brings an Afghan prince to Baltimore? Aren’t you supposed to be reigning in your palace?”

			I giggled. I couldn’t be any farther from royalty. In fact, I once had been picked to become the worst type of servant. But I distracted myself from that thought, “You’re the first American guy who uses the word ‘Afghan’ right.”

			“I like to learn about other cultures. You’re Hazara, right?”

			Delving into my ethnicity was a bit too much. I thought he didn’t feel entitled to other people’s past. “How do you know all this?” I deflected.

			“A few trips and many books.” As he put down his cup, he extended his hand on the table. Our skin touched. I felt the same magnetic power emanating from his fingertips. I squeezed them between mine.

			“You’re not drinking?” he asked.

			“Oh… I forgot.”

			A sip of coffee had never tasted this good. I took a deep breath to take in more of the cardamom aroma. It felt like heaven. The innocent touch. The bittersweet of the coffee. The beauty of his eyes staring at me.

			“You approve?”

			I wanted to say, it was not only the coffee I relished. But instead, I just gave him a smile. “How did you find out about this place?”

			“This coffee shop?”

			I nodded.

			“I came here yesterday to write. I love writing in coffee shops.”

			“You didn’t need directions, then!” I shouldn’t have said that. It sounded like I was complaining that this gorgeous man took an interest in me.

			“A little harmless lie.”

			If he kept talking like this, I wouldn’t be able to control myself. What did he see in me that he liked so much?

			“I’m sorry. Wasn’t it worth it though?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Good.”

			“What is it you write?”

			“I’ll tell you. But first, I need to show you something and I won’t take no for an answer.”

			“You gonna kidnap me?”

			“Don’t put thoughts in my head. I very well might.”

			If Cliff found out, he would blow up. Good thing he was so busy working on his app these days, because I couldn’t resist the invitation.

			​We left Morning in Beirut and walked down toward the river. We walked by the Electric Boat Rental. The streetlights along the river against the backdrop of cloudy sky gave the scenery a dream-like character. It was beautiful to take a break from reality and walk alongside this beautiful young man, who, for some reason, wanted to spend time with me.

			When we reached the corner, we turned right toward East Falls Street. He told me to close my eyes before I could see much of the MECU Pavilion. He wrapped his scarf around my head so that I couldn’t see where he was taking me. I pretended to complain but part of me hoped he would kidnap me. Maybe he could break my reality and manifest my dreams. My heart melted as he took my hand to guide me.

			“Where are we going?”

			We giggled as we walked. I tripped on something in the snow, but he pulled on my hand and helped me balance myself. To prevent me from slipping again, he wrapped his arm around my waist under the jacket. I loved his touch. Tender yet strong. I could smell his cool sea breeze cologne. I resisted the urge to pull him closer to catch more of the fragrance.

			We climbed some steps and entered a building. The air felt warm, and the street noise was now muffled. I heard an elevator. I really didn’t care where he was taking me. It felt like he was elevating me high into heaven.

			I hoped he could hide me well so that I wouldn’t fall off the clouds, back into reality.

			He finally unwrapped the scarf and told me to look. I saw the Inner Harbor skyline, with the MECU Pavilion and the National Aquarium on the right, the Patapsco River, and the skyscrapers on the other side. It had started to snow again. And from here, it felt like we were on top of clouds. The snow looked like a lace dress that was slowly descending on the city.

			“Isn’t that breathtaking, baby?”

			Tyrique just called me “baby.” He turned to me, his hand still wrapped around my waist. I knew we were in his room at the Paradise. The thirteenth floor if I remembered correctly. I felt his breath on my cheek. He looked into my eyes and then I felt the tip of his nose touch mine. Then I welcomed a kiss. He lowered his hand and touched my butt. I kissed him again, and then a third time, before I opened my eyes.

			“The soldier spellbound the prince with a kiss,” he narrated.

			I swallowed. A thought of Cliff was about to form in my head. I forced it out, wishing to stay dreaming.

			“That was a terrible verse of a poem that will never see the light of day.”

			“You are a poet.” I observed.

			“Aspiring. Not usually as corny as that impromptu verse. I mostly write articles. For Modern Man. It’s a magazine for elegant, sophisticated professionals. Not to be confused with the sleazy Playboy-type thing from the fifties.”

			“A poet and a journalist.”

			He smiled, showing his perfect teeth.

			“That’s why you know so much.”

			“I know I wanna do this,” he leaned into me and kissed me on the lips, taking off my jacket.

			I had no control. I was light and soaring. My body compelled me to let him do as he pleased. My heart yearned for him. My brain flashed me a warning about the consequences, but I ignored it.

			His skin was soft, and I was determined to feel as much of it as I could. To savor as much of him as possible. Somehow our clothes ended up on the floor and we on the bed. It felt as if I had died and gone to heaven. And this angel welcomed me at the gates of paradise. I wasn’t sure how long it lasted. We were suspended in time.

			I ended up laying on my chest. He lay on top of me, our fingers still interlaced. I felt his heartbeat quiet down. I loved the weight of his body on mine. After I could no longer feel the beating of his heart, he lifted his body.

			“Sorry, did I smash your chest?”

			“I’m fine.” I lifted my face.

			“You are fine.”

			When he got up, we were no longer on clouds. We were in a guest room on the thirteenth floor of the Patapsco Paradise. I had to go back to work. “What should I tell Ms. Grace when she asks what we were doing this whole time.”

			“Everything,” he announced, grinning. “Tell her we did everything. She won’t ask any more questions after that.”

			“You’re terrible.”

			He didn’t have to exit the dream. His reality wasn’t anchored in Baltimore. He remained an angel, me a mere mortal.

			“Hey, Abdul?” His tone turned serious.

			“Yes?”

			“What is this?”

			He touched the pillow that had a tan stain on it and a few brown spots. I panicked. As I laid my face on the pillow, the foundation had rubbed off and the bruise on my cheek had become visible.

			He sat next to me and grabbed my chin. “How did you get this?”

			I looked around for my pants.

			“I’m listening.”

			“I fell down trying to dance. I was drunk.”

			“You fell down cheek first?”

			Ms. Grace had believed it. Why wouldn’t he?

			“Don’t insult my intelligence,” he reprimanded.

			We were both back to reality now, and the worst part of it at that.

			“I really have to go.” I rose from the bed.

			“You don’t seem like the type that would get into bar fights.” He exhaled slowly. “You’re not single, Abdul. Are you?”

			I hurried to put on my clothes.

			“I know you heard me.”

			Those words dispelled my haste. His look made me feel ashamed. I shook my head to answer his question.

			“Do you have an open relationship?”

			“Something like that,” I managed to mumble as I buttoned up my shirt.

			“Listen to me, Abdul.” Tyrique walked over to me and grabbed my shoulder to emphasize what he was about to say. “A boyfriend that hits you is just a boy. He’s not a friend.”

			I looked down and felt tears well up in my eyes.

			“And he’s definitely not a man.”

			I’d given the impression of being a regular cheater. A tear rolled down my face and dropped on his foot. “We fight sometimes. It’s no big deal. I hit him too.” I wiped my face with my sleeve and looked for my black tie.

			“Love doesn’t hurt, Abdul.”

			I grabbed the tie from the chair and forced my feet into my shoes.

			“He shouldn’t hurt you.”

			I wore my blazer and grabbed my green jacket. “I’m sorry, Tyrique.”

			“I hope to God I’m wrong but…” He rubbed his forehead as if to clear his mind of unwanted thoughts. “You deserve better, Abdul.”

			I glanced at his eyes for a second.

			“This is not acceptable.”

			Pretending I engaged in more than just defensive strikes, I answered, “I will never raise my hand to him again. I promise.” I sounded angrier than I thought. Angry that he had discovered my secret.

			He put up his hands, preempting my resistance.

			I ran out of his room. What did he think of me now? A violent guy from a violent country? Wasn’t that how American media portrayed us? In a few moments, I’d lost all respect in his eyes. I took short breaths, hoping my tears wouldn’t turn into loud sobs. At least not until I’d left the hotel.

			As I walked out of the elevator, I almost ran into a young woman with long black hair. She looked familiar for some reason. Her nametag said “​Trilce.” I apologized and rushed out of the building.

			​When I got back to the inn, Ms. Grace had already gone on her lunch break. Rebecca was behind the reception desk in her wheelchair, visibly upset with me. 

			“How many hours do you think your lunch break is?” she questioned.

			Within minutes, she gave me a verbal warning, which in contrast to its name, was written on a personnel form. That was the price of daring to dream: I was now chastised at work, alone, and my bruise unmasked.

			The guilt of cheating on Cliff was boiling my insides. I deserved the beating he had given me Thursday night. I deserved much worse. The humiliation of Tyrique seeing the wound and Rebecca writing me up didn’t compensate for what I’d done. I wanted to feel the physical side of this emotional pain.

			Tyrique was so judgmental all of a sudden. What was so wrong with fighting a little? Boys fight. And I had promised to never hit Cliff again. So be it. After what I’d just done, I deserved a good beating. If I pushed his buttons, he would get mad. Explode with anger and let me taste my own blood. I could feel it. It tasted like metal. As if I licked a coin. I already had enough makeup to cover up the next bruise.

			Why did I ever think someone like Tyrique would show interest in me? By now, he must have moved on. Found someone good-looking, successful, educated. Soon, he wouldn’t even remember me at all.

			When I reached home after work, I stood paralyzed at the door. There was something wrong with me. I couldn’t appreciate my man. The gorgeous man I was with. I always found a way of making a mess of my life. Now I was harming Cliff’s as well. Would he be able to smell Tyrique’s breath on me? How long before Cliff threw the first punch? Or would he slap me first? I wouldn’t raise my hand again. I promised I wouldn’t.

			I turned my key and opened the door.

			“There you are,” Cliff greeted me. “Come. I’m starving.”

			“Hi. I’m sorry I’m—”

			“​I got Chinese. I know how much you like lo mein.”

			He’d forgotten I loved fried rice. But he was there, and that was what mattered.

			“Remember, we had lo mein on our first date?” Cliff reminisced.

			​On our first date, we went to a Chinese restaurant. Cliff was hungry and interrupted as I was trying to order. Then he said the love of lo mein was something we had in common. If liking a different dish meant he would take me on a second date, I could live with that. Even if it meant I would never have fried rice again.

			He snapped his fingers to bring me back to present. “Hey? You drowned in your thoughts again?”

			I had.

			The news was on, showing the picture of the guy that the police had killed yesterday. He was so young, still a teenager.

			Cliff clicked on the remote control and turned off the TV. “Come.”

			I sat at the table and smiled at him.

			“Just so you know, I do my best to look unapproachable and cranky at the gym.” He put a forkful in his mouth. “I know you get upset when boys check me out.”

			“Of course, they check you out. You’re beautiful.”

			“Just beautiful?”

			“Magnificent.”

			“Just magnificent?”

			I didn’t know what was better than magnificent, so I busied myself with putting some food on my plate.

			“Yeah I am,” he answered his own question. “It’s good you get jealous. Makes me feel loved. Except you get,” he drank some water, “bombastic.”

			“You know how embarrassing it is walking around with a bruise on my face?”

			“I’m sorry. I acted like a fool.”

			I also had acted like a fool earlier today.

			He grinned and said, “I’ll make it up to you.”

			Maybe I didn’t have to start a fight after all. It felt good to just have dinner and talk to my loving boyfriend. If he wanted to make a nice gesture, why stop him?

			He gave me a pack of soy sauce. “Let’s go on a fun date.” He sounded excited. “What about going to ski?”

			“Well, you know how I feel about skiing.”

			“Wine tasting?”

			“We wouldn’t even be alone most of the time.”

			“A game night? We can invite ​Mason and his flavor of the week and make fun of them after they leave.” He looked at me expectantly for a few seconds. “I take that as a no.”

			My facial expression betrayed my disdain. “We could watch a movie,” I suggested.

			“OK, I’ll check the schedule.”

			“The type of movie I like is hard to find in a movie theater. Plus, a Bollywood movie would go great with a kebab delivery.”

			“Fine,” he capitulated. “If that’s what you want.”

			I didn’t deserve to get what I wanted. But I enjoyed seeing the caring side of Cliff. There was no need for me to trigger his anger. My desire for Tyrique’s touch started to dissipate. I already had a good man who’d got us dinner and wanted to make up for our quarrel.

		


		
			​Fiber

			Pedaling a bit faster on the elliptical machine, I kept an eye on Cliff. With only a few guys in the gym today, I quickly noticed Cliff’s admirer of the day. The white boy was positioned almost upside down on the leg press machine. One could only assume that pushing against the metal sheet supporting so much weight would be terrible for the knees. It also had no benefit for the calves. I never understood the point. Biceps and calves were the two muscles most visible. Yet, few people bothered to work on their calves. The boy pushed and grunted. I thought he was hurting himself on that knee-breaker of a machine. But his eyes still followed Cliff’s every move.

			Working out wasn’t my idea of fun. But after our fight last week, Cliff wanted to prove he could behave. Plus, he wanted me to build muscle. “No one is chiseled enough,” he remarked.

			As usual, Cliff looked better than anyone else in the gym. He was ​wearing a yellow tank top and green short shorts to induce as much lust as possible and signal to any interested women that they had no chance. He liked to flaunt his gayness, knowing full well no one dared attack him for it. He would win such a fight.

			Sweat sparkled on his skin. He climbed a power tower, a label that described him more than the equipment. He placed his arms on his favorite structure, his back against the support. He lifted his legs ninety degrees into the air, knees unbent, showing off his perfect calves. He did fifteen reps and rested for a moment. I pushed harder on the elliptical, pretending not to watch.

			The TV screen in the corner broadcast a picture of the teenager who was shot by the police in Mosher.

			A picture of Tyrique flashed in my mind. Was he safe? I didn’t want to imagine anything bad. So, I distracted myself. What did he do for his workout routine? Maybe he swam or played tennis. But he definitely had to lift some weights for muscles like that.

			The white boy descended from the leg press and stole another glance at Cliff. I was daydreaming about Tyrique when everyone in the gym was fantasizing about my man. How could I ever cheat on Cliff? Yes, he had a temper. But no one was perfect. I still marveled at why he was interested in me, even after living together for a few years. I’d never seen anyone checking me out. But everywhere we went, men and women stared at Cliff, licked their lips, or forgot that their mouth remained half-open. He looked like the perfect candidate for the cover of Men’s Fitness. Or GQ. He had a temper but also had a good job that paid for our apartment in Highlandtown. He loved me and he wasn’t the one to step out of our relationship. I pedaled faster, as if it could help me walk away from my mistake.

			The fact that I still drooled over Tyrique bothered me even more. Was it my heart or my hormones? Or just the attention of a man other than Cliff, so I could imagine that I was desirable? But a one-off case didn’t prove anything. I could find that in Kabul for a night. What was difficult was finding the one who would return the next day.

			I remembered squatting on the side of a quiet dusty street near Mirwais Maidan, watching people. Men wore pero-tanbo in every color. A krachiwan leaned on his wheelbarrow and haggled with a female shopper who wanted him to push her load to her house. They argued back and forth for a few more rupiahs. The whole street smelled like pee, but at least my corner was dry.

			My thighs hurt but if I had sat on the ground, the cold would have permeated my body faster. I’d had a hard day. No matter how much I asked for a chance to sweep the street, or carry someone’s load, or just asked someone to find pity for my condition and give me something to eat, I had failed. I remembered looking at my feet, my toes showing in my dirty plastic slippers. I wasn’t in a much better condition than my clothes, dirty and unwanted. My hair felt like steel wool that my mother used to wash pots and pans. I’d lost my family. I hadn’t deserved any better. My fate had followed me to Kabul and there I was, sitting alone, hungry and about to shiver in the cold. 

			I would do anything to never feel that kind of heart wrenching loneliness. Why was I thinking of Kabul at all? Cliff wanted me. His temper was just part of the package. He finished raising his leg in the air and dismounted the equipment. The knee-breaker guy was now sitting on a bench, with a much better view of Cliff.

			Feeling warmer, I slowed down to pat my cheek with the towel. I doubted that the carpet burn on my face was still an open wound. But I didn’t want to test that theory by seeing if it burned with the salt of my own sweat.

			If I’d made some flash cards with SAT words, I wouldn’t have had the time to think about all this. The bruise on my face. My homeless nights in Kabul. Tyrique. In a perfect world, I would’ve been done with college a couple of years ago. But if I were to achieve my dream of getting a degree, I had to improve my language skills. Otherwise, I’d never be able to pass any other subjects. Math being the only subject I excelled at. I didn’t have to speak much English to solve the problems.

			I jerked, as someone dropped some free weights on the floor. I hated when guys did that. If you could lift them, why can’t you just put them on the floor like a normal person? Or did he just want to make sure the whole gym found out that he’d lifted some dumbbells?

			Cliff began wiping the handles with Clorox. That meant he was ready to go. I slowed down further, happy to be done with this. He walked up to me.

			“Ready?”

			“Yeah.” As I casually looked away to take my towel, I saw the knee-breaker eyeing Cliff, surprised that Cliff was waiting for me.

			“You gonna catch up?” he asked me.

			“Yeah.”

			After Cliff walked away, I peeked at the guy. He looked at me with disgust, as if I had taken away his man. Maybe, I was a pile of dirt. Who else would cheat on the man that everybody wanted? But Tyrique…

			I had to stop thinking. I had to go, so Cliff wouldn’t have to wait too long.

			I quickly wiped the handles and the buttons of the elliptical and paced toward the lockers. Cliff was already wearing his jeans and holding his jacket. He told me we’d wash up at home. This way, we didn’t have to worry about the guy following us into the showers.

			I opened my locker and took out my street shoes.

			“You’re awfully quiet tonight,” Cliff observed. “Is everything OK?”

			“Yeah.” I untied my sneakers as quickly as I could and put on my black trainers. Cliff’s neon sneakers were still on the floor. I put them in the bag and packed up my stuff.

			I saw Cliff standing in front of a full-length mirror just outside the locker room. I followed the delicious trace of pheromones with a hint of his Yves Saint Laurent antiperspirant. He noticed me and turned around. “Thanks.” His arms wrapped around me. The warmth of his body felt good on my wet T-shirt. “You look like a ruffian. It’s hot,” he whispered in my ear.

			“We have an audience.”

			He knew whom I was talking about. “Let’s put on a show then. Drop the bags.”

			I did. The sound echoed in the hallway.

			He playfully shoved me against the wall and held my hands above my head and started making out. He tasted sweet like his energy drink. “Mmm.”

			Getting closer to feel his scent, I kissed his bicep.

			That turned him on. “Not so shy anymore. I like it.”

			“There’s a lot more where that came from.” Just then, I realized I was a flirt.

			He laughed. “You talk like that and you’re gonna get something extra in the shower tonight.”

			“What if I pick a different lover from the gym tonight?” I tried my best to make it sound playful.

			“You wanna cheat on me?” He sounded frisky, though a bit deflated. “If I wanted a cheater, I could’ve picked any gay boy from the catalogue.”

			And he would have certainly been better looking than me.

			“He’s coming.” Cliff grabbed my chin then kissed me passionately on the lips.

			The knee-breaker was walking toward us, but having noticed the public display of affection, he averted his eyes, pretending he’d found something fascinating about the texture of the wall paint.

			“My heart beats only for you,” Cliff said exactly as the knee-breaker passed us by.

			I gave him a smile.

			“You still think I’ll be jumping in bed with any idiot like that?” He paused for a second and then picked up the bag. “You got all your stuff, baby?” He called out, making sure our observer noticed we shared the same gym bag.

			I wrapped my hand around his waist. Cliff’s hand glided downward and slipped into my pants back pocket.

			I felt privileged to walk out of there with Cliff. I shouldn’t do anything to jeopardize what we had. We walked north on Bouldin Street. An enormous dog ran toward Cliff, barking. It looked like the dog from the cartoon Belle and Sebastian.

			“Aren’t you gorgeous?” Cliff squatted and patted the dog, whose leash was dragging behind him. It licked his hand. “That’s a good boy.” Cliff patted the animal with enthusiasm.

			“Good girl, actually.” A woman appeared out of the dark, panting a little. “Sorry. I lost hold of the leash.”

			“No problem,” he reassured her. “What’s her name?”

			“Polly.”

			“She’s awesome.”

			“She likes you. She’s not that friendly with most people.”

			Soon after I moved in with him, Cliff wanted to get a dog. I hated the idea, so I feigned being afraid of dogs. He never brought up the topic again.

			“You guys look so cute together,” the woman remarked.

			“Thank you.”

			She took Polly’s leash and walked away.

			When we reached home, Cliff took off his shoes. I was lucky to have convinced a white American to not wear shoes in the apartment. “Anything for my boy,” he had responded when I asked him. He stood there, waiting for me at the foyer.

			I wanted him to stop looking at me, fearing he might see the guilt on my face. In my haste, I had re-knotted my shoelaces. “I’ll be right there.” I hoped he would wash off the dog’s saliva off his hands in the meanwhile.
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