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			Dedicated to Quinn, the fighter & Sienna, the strong— Always believe in yourselves, girls.

			

			
			With special appreciation for Wendy Lefkon, pound-4-pound the best! And Al Zuckerman, a man who believes in me—and brings out the best in me—like no other.

			

			Plus, a deep, loving kiss for my inimitable Tray, a giant hug for my bro Roberto, and the biggest fist bump I’ve got for G-Money. (And a li’l shout-out for the GaGa’s, too.)

			 

		

	
		
		

		

			“THE FIRST THING I THINK ABOUT  WHEN THE CAGE CLOSES IS, I HOPE GOD  FORGIVES ME FOR  WHAT I’M ABOUT  TO DO.”

			—ANONYMOUS
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			ONE

			Some people call it human cockfighting. They’re wrong. Mixed martial arts is a sport. A bloody sport. A violent sport. A sport filled with pain and hurt and injury. But inside the cage, the sport is filled with something else, too.

			It’s filled with truth. See, it doesn’t matter who you are—life is a fight. A ferocious one. Being an MMA warrior simply reveals what you’re made of on the inside.

			Me, who’m I? Name’s McCutcheon Daniels. Soon as I was born my father started calling me M.D.

			As in, “If you get in the cage with my son, you’re gonna need an M.D.”

			When I was nine I pulled off my first flying arm bar and snapped an opponent’s elbow at the joint like a crispy fried chicken wing. The sickening crack made a middle-aged lady in the front row faint.

			Must be her first time at the Sat Nite Fights, I thought as she collapsed to the ground. People in the audience just stepped over her to collect their winnings on the bets they had placed. Everyone knows there ain’t no love lost between gladiators in a Detroit cage fight. Apparently, there ain’t no love lost cageside, neither.

			At the age of eleven, I used a gator roll to land my first anaconda choke hold and took out an opponent three years older than me, a kid who up until that point had never lost a match. He tapped out before I could rip his shoulder off.

			I always respect the tap. Not like some fighters who add a bit of stank to their work after an enemy has already surrendered. Without honor, a fighter has nothing.

			At fourteen my skills really began to develop. In one fight I choose to go sprawl-’n’-brawl against a fool who had at least twenty pounds on me. Dude wanted get all down and dirty and grapple. Woulda been smart for him, too. What was dumb was he hadn’t spent more time working on his stand-up striking defense because he ended up eating a Muay Thai knee smash to the center of  his face.

			I needed six stitches to seal me back up after the broken chunks of his teeth were removed from my knee. Later that night, I sat on a stained sink in a dirty gray locker room that smelled like sweat, mold, and lingering farts while a white-haired old man with a white beard injected a three-inch hypodermic needle into the cartilage below my kneecap. Wanted to make sure I didn’t get tetanus or something. I watched as the silver syringe slowly pierced my skin, disappeared into my flesh, and shot streams of liquid fire up my nerve endings.

			I didn’t flinch. Not even wince. Instead, all I could think about was one thing, one question that looped over and over in my mind.

			Did doing all this make me a savage?

			Without my shirt on, my abs carved from granite, bubbly scars from where torn flesh had healed, blood trickling from my cut, swollen knuckles, I know I looked vicious. And glistening “where-exactly-is-he-from?” skin color only added to that sense, too. My dad’s half black, half Asian. My mom’s half Hispanic, part Anglo, and got some Brazilian mixed as well. They say that’s where I get my bright white eyes, tanned-by-tropical–island-sun skin, and long, thick eyelashes. Basically, I’m a street mutt.

			But was I an animal?

			No.

			Way I see it, a man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. Even if I am barely sixteen. Nope, it ain’t pretty, but fact is if I don’t win, Gem don’t eat.

			For me, the math doesn’t get more simple than that. I mean what kind of older brother lets his five-year-old kid sis go hungry?

			“You’re lettin’ this punk overhook you,” my father shouted, a chunk of white spit flying out of his mouth as he yelled at me. His bubbly spew landed on my shoulder and though we both saw it, we both ignored it, too. “Don’t go for the clinch. That’s what he’s expecting. When he comes in to tie you up, hammer this bitch with an elbow smash, look for a throat strike, and if it ain’t there, spin around, bury your heel in his kidney, and make him piss blood for a week. Got me?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good,” he roared. “Then end this fucking thing! Remember, leverage, leverage, leverage.”

			Some kids have dads who raise them to be golfers. Others, quarterbacks. Still others to play tennis or soccer or baseball. I was raised to cage fight. Ever since I was three, my dad schooled me to brawl. Taught me to grapple, box, ground-and-pound, strike while standing up, and submit an opponent while lying down. From Sambo to Brazilian jiu-jitsu, Greco-Roman wrestling to Aikido, joint locks to pin holds to pressure-point manipulation, I’m an assassin in the art of hurt. My father wants me to do more than just defeat my opponents; he wants me to destroy them.

			“It’s how champions are made,” he tells me. “And one day, you will be world champion.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			How do I feel about all this? Fact is, I don’t really give much thought to those kinds of questions. Feelings are luxuries when there’s a growl in your family’s stomach.

			The bell rang to begin Round Two. I rose from my stool and headed back out onto the dance floor, my body a weapon poised to strike.

			It used to be that there were no rounds at all in underground cage fighting. When I first started out, opponents just went toe-to-toe gladiator-style until there was only one warrior left standing. However, a few years ago the Priests recognized that having seven-minute rounds followed by ninety-second battle breaks created more action.

			And more bloodshed and more dynamite exchanges and more destruction, too. Therefore, since those were the things that paying people loved to see, those were the things that paying people got. The only thing that really matters to the Priests anyway is the money. As the Mafia-style organization in charge of underworld cage fighting, the Priests of the Street were a criminal crew who understood that happy customers would also be returning customers. Sanctioned fights could be seen at home on TV. Raw, underage, gloveless, savage wars could only be seen live.

			Funny, but bootleg recordings of the Sat Nite Fights and piracy wasn’t really a problem for the Priests, either. Not at all. Ever. Anyone who had the balls to try to secretly film our cage battles to post on the Internet would discover the pleasure of tire irons shattering their shinbones or brass knuckles tickling their jaws. Too much money was being made on the weekend war circuit. And too much attention on the underground battles could jeopardize the other streams of black-market cash the Priests were raking in from their wide variety of extensive criminal enterprises.

			Essentially, as a gang, the Priests had their fingers in all kind of pies, so they made sure every fan in attendance was aware of the rule: the No Cell Phone policy would be strictly enforced and violators would get no second chances.

			The break in the rounds, however, didn’t just give fighters a small rest to collect their thoughts, regain their wind, and rethink their strategy; they gave the peeps in the crowd more of an opportunity to place extra side-bets, too. Broke people just love to gamble, and the more money in the air, the more energy, excitement, and juice. In this country, it’s all about the cash. Anyone who tells you different ain’t never slept in the hallway of an unheated apartment building before.

			I rose from my stool and took a moment to center myself, to slow down my breath and focus on the mission at hand. The night’s fight was going down in an abandoned middle school on the outskirts of D-town. Rusted pipes hung from the ceiling, broken school desks lay tossed in a corner, a makeshift cage made out of jagged steel fencing that looked as if it had just been stolen from a nearby construction site had been set up in the center of what was once a gymnasium. When I first started brawling, I’d be lucky if there were thirty people watching. Tonight, there musta been three hundred.

			Success has a way of doing that for a fighter’s career.

			“Do like I say now, M.D. It’s killa instinct time.” My father’s eyes were wild, his pupils the size of dimes and pitch black. “The cheese comes from a KO in Round Two. You know the old man’s flying naked tonight, right?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Good,” he told me. “Then do your thing.”

			Sure, I coulda finished this dude in Round One, but there was more money to be made through betting if I prolonged it a bit, dragged things out for my dad and made the match look closer than it really was. Of course, to do this cost me a few blows to the face—one shot to the ear really spanked me good—but that was the price to be paid so we could get those extra dollar bills.

			But now that Round Two was here, it was time to end the evening. The sooner, the better, as far as my father was concerned. That’s ’cause my dad hadn’t just placed a bet on me to win by K.O. in the second; he’d placed a bet he couldn’t cover. That’s what he meant by flying naked. If I didn’t finish my opponent in the next four hundred and twenty seconds, chances were excellent that my father would be leaving the venue in a neck brace.

			Maybe even a body bag.

			Nobody messed with the Priests.

			No pressure, right?

			At the crack of the bell, the seventeen-year-old Samoan at the other end of the cage charged forward. His arms were the size of legs, his legs were the size of tractor tires, and after one round of rolling around with him in the center of the battle box, I could tell that size was his strength.

			But size wasn’t ever what determined who won or lost inside the steel coop. Size could be neutralized. With technique. For the Samoan, his mass came at the expense of speed and agility, so I began Round Two with a flurry of quick jabs from the outside.

			One-two, in-’n’-out, one-two, almost classically boxing. He lunged at me. I slipped his clumsy swipe, ducked, and countered, one-two, tagging him good. Then I pump-faked a jab and fired off a blistering leg kick that landed with a Boom! Some spectators don’t think sidekicks to an opponent’s thigh really do all that much in a cage fight. Obviously, they’ve never been smashed in the leg with a baseball bat.

			Hands up, in-’n’-out, rat-a-tat-tat, more jabs. One of the Samoan’s eyes began to twitch. He raised his hands to better protect the side of his head I’d been peppering, clearly favoring his left.

			And favoring his left meant he’d become vulnerable on his right. I saw my opportunity.

			“Let him in,” my dad ordered with a What-are-you-doing? scream. “Let the little whore in!” Nervous that this match might head to Round Three if I didn’t hurry up and take the big fella out, my father belted out instructions. Sure, by striking from the outside I’d whittle my opponent down—however, as my dad well knew, a victory against a kid this size was only gonna come through grappling, not striking, because on the ground is where I’d either choke him out or get him to submit. Stinging jabs weren’t going to bring down an oak tree.

			By my mental calculations about three and a half minutes remained in the round. “Let him the hell in!” my father screamed; and so, despite the fact that I had planned to take a different path to victory, I did as my father ordered and let him in.

			It was a mistake. I recognized it immediately. The Samoan lumbered forward looking to clinch, and I missed with an elbow smash, barely grazing the right side of his cheek. A moment later he capitalized and locked me in a bear hug. His adrenaline flowing, his rage boiling, the laws of physics behind him, he began to squeeze. The Samoan’s plan was simple: crush me like a disease-carrying bug crawling across a white kitchen counter. The fight had swung his way.

			Well, at least for a moment it did.

			My counterattack began with a heel smash. It landed on the top of his right foot like a jackhammer, but still he squeezed, seeking to restrict my air intake. However, with all the roadwork I do, I knew I could count on my oxygen supply to last me for a good long while, so I allowed him to trade me squeezes for smashes, and I dropped my heel again. Then a third time. My fourth fell on his foot like an anvil, and I could feel the metatarsal bones on the top of his right foot break underneath the force of my blow.

			The pain caused him to loosen his grip. I quickly slithered out of the Samoan’s smothering grasp and shot an exploding uppercut to the base of his chin. It didn’t land flush, but my spinning back punch to his unprotected midsection hammered him with the force of a cannon.

			It was my best shot of the fight.

			And it was the last shot I’d need.

			It’s one thing to see an opponent fall from a knockout strike to the head. Seeing an opponent fall from a knockout strike to the midsection, however, was something else entirely. It meant I’d gone beyond a mere body blow; I’d damaged an organ.

			The Samoan fell to a knee and wheezed. Blood began to fill his mouth, red liquid covering his white teeth like a bottle of spilled shiny cherry paint. Internal bleeding, I thought, a classic sign. Like a cougar I was on him, my knees pinned to his shoulders, my fists and elbows ready to rain down a hurricane of terror on his unprotected face.

			The crowd cheered wildly, thirsty for destruction. Fear came to the Samoan’s eyes. I narrowed my gaze into daggers of heartless ice and paused. He’d get one opportunity to tap.

			He took it. Fight over.

			I stood, turned, and walked back to my corner victorious, the fans in attendance exploding with cheers.

			Bam! My father smashed me across my face.

			“Finish your opponent!”

			A warm stream of salty liquid began to trickle from my lip.

			“You always finish your opponent.”

			I didn’t respond.

			“And don’t you dare look at me like that,” he commanded. “I know, you’re thinking, ‘Hell, I won, didn’t I?’ Well, you ain’t never gonna be a world champion without the killa instinct.”

			Willie the Weasel, a skinny guy with a crooked teeth and a poorly inked neck tattoo of a pair of unevenly drawn dice, interrupted. A low ranking Priest, Weasel served as the go-between who set up all our fights. He talked too much, he talked too fast, and despite all the words that came out of his mouth, a person never knew which ones were true and which ones were bullshit.

			“Good fight, kid, good fight. Here’s your cheese.” Weasel extended his arm to hand me a manila envelope. Tonight’s fight was a fifty plus three, meaning that each fighter got fifty bucks for showing up with the winning fighter taking home an additional three thousand dollars for putting a W in the win column.

			The loser, aside from a broken body, got nothing more than half a Benjamin.

			My dad snatched the envelope and peered suspiciously inside.

			“It’s all there, Demon. It’s all there.”

			Didn’t matter a gob of spit what Weasel claimed, my dad wasn’t letting anyone go anywhere until he counted every last nickel.

			“G’head then, check it,” Weasel offered. “G’head.”

			“Damn right I will,” my dad said.

			“Priests always pay, Demon. Everyone knows that. Priests always pay.”

			My father licked his thumb and began working his way through the chunky green stack of paper. “Just shut the hell up a second, Weeze. I’m doin’ mathematics.”

			Weasel, shrugging off my dad, turned to me and smiled. “Whadda fight, kid. Tremendous fight. No time at all, you’ll be drawing big-digit paydays. I can see it now, pay-per-view.”

			I wiped my face with a towel and thought about how I’d just inched a step closer to prime time. All the major warriors in MMA started like this, as backyard brawlers with something to prove. After all, the recipe to arrive as a big-name, big-money draw wasn’t some sort of secret; everyone knew what needed to be done to make it to the top. A fighter had to post a string of W’s, earn a local rep, become a dependable payday for the gamblers, and then score a couple of breakout wins against a few high-quality opponents—the more violent the victories, the better.

			That was the path to follow. That was the path I was on.

			Like every sport, a nonstop hunger existed in MMA for new stars. Once I was old enough to fight legally, there’s no doubt I’d get my chance under the bright lights on the big stage. I just knew it in my bones. Spill enough enemy blood, and the word gets out.

			Yep, one day I’d be a main attraction.

			Satisfied with what he’d been handed, my father turned to Weasel.

			“All right, you good.”

			“I told ya. Did I tell ya? I told ya.”

			“Shut the hell up, Weasel.”

			My dad began sifting through the thick wad of cash. I watched as he rifled past the hundreds, past the fifties, and down to the bottom of the pile where the smaller bills were buried.

			“For you,” he said handing me four twenties and two tens. Slowly, I took the money.

			“Thanks.”

			“Don’t thank me, son,” my father said wiping his nose on his sleeve. I watched as he took the winnings, folded the bills in half and stuffed the fat stack of cash into his pocket. “I love you.”

		

	
		
			TWO

			I’m the only son of the great Damien “Demon” Daniels, a welterweight boxer who boasted a professional record of 28–2 on the day that I was born.

			By the time I turned three, his record had dropped to 28–9. After losing to the world famous Sugar Ray Leonard in his first and only title fight, my dad got TKO’d in the fifth by Thomas “the Hitman” Hearns as he was trying to climb his way back up the rankings. Then, a year later, my father got “knocked the hell out” by Marvelous Marvin Hagler and suddenly, the great Damien Demon Daniels was no longer great.

			Soon my father was being used by boxing promoters as a tune-up fighter for the next round of up-and-comers. Seven straight losses after his title shot had taken him from “potential world champion” to “tomato can.”

			And drug addict. And alcoholic. And gambling, whore-chasing, thieving, lying parolee who was constantly on probation. After his last ugly Round Two defeat at the hands of a no-name Cuban, it wasn’t long before my father was out of boxing entirely. However, a new sport was starting to emerge, and Demon Daniels, being a tough guy, felt cocky about being able to knock the block off of any ol’ street fighter that dared to get in the ring with a “genuine” professional.

			Way my father saw it, there’d be no chance a non-boxer could ever compete with a fighter who possessed hand speed, an ability to throw crisp combinations, and knockout power in both hands.

			Ten thousand dollars for the taking if my dad could claim victory in this thing no one had yet really heard of called “The Octagon.” An undersized, not-too-muscular fighter who’d stopped through Detroit while on tour across America to raise awareness for his Brazilian family’s specialized style of no-holds-barred street fighting would be his opponent.

			Royce Gracie, now famous but back then a total unknown, took my dad to the ground twenty-two seconds into their fight, and my father, witnessing his first ever wristlock—from the wrong end of witnessing a wristlock—tapped out before he’d lasted even a full minute.

			That was his introduction to mixed martial arts.

			That was also when he decided that I was going to be a world champion. But not as a boxer as he’d originally planned. Instead, he’d breed me to one day dominate the exploding new world of MMA superfighting.

			All this makes me a second-generation warrior, the first of my kind. Gen number one of MMA fighters were all crossovers who came from other schools of combat. Some came from wrestling; some, like my dad, from boxing; some from karate; and a lot—the best—came from BJJ, Brazilian jiu-jitsu.

			But I’m a purebred. I come from MMA, a sport where all the styles are meshed, mashed, and blended together in order to create the ultimate fighting machine. Conquest in the cage is what I’ve been trained to achieve since the crib, and my father swears to anyone who will listen that by the time my career is over no one will have ever done it better.

			Pound for pound, I will be the best.

			“Who’s tough?”

			“I’m tough.”

			“How tough?”

			“So tough.”

			“And why are we tough?” I asked, a look of steely determination in my gaze.

			Gemma, wearing her hair in pigtails, looked at me with big, soft eyes. “’Cause that’s the way we get out,” she answered, a large, dimpled smile on her face.

			“Gimme a kiss,” I said. My sister pecked me on the cheek. “Didya have a good day?”

			“Awesome!” she answered with a skip in her step. Gemma slipped her tiny hand into the soft part of my palm and we began walking down the sidewalk, home from Harriet Tubman Elementary School. “First, we talked about caterpillars and how they form cocoons so they can turn into butterflies. Then, we got to color all these shapes but I already knew all the names of the shapes so Miss Marsha let me trace the letters of the alphabet but I already knew that, too. Can we get a chinchilla?”

			“What?”

			“Miss Marsha says that on Friday we’re going to pet chinchillas and I’ve never petted a chinchilla before,” Gemma continued without missing a beat. I swear my sister’s tongue is like a long-distance runner that never breaks stride. “I petted a goat once. And a salamander, too. Salamanders are cold-blooded but they have moist skin. I wonder what the chinchilla’s name is. Can we get one?”

			“Nope.”

			“Pleeeeease, Doc?”

			“Nope,” I answered. “Entirely a nope.”

			“Not fair,” Gemma replied.

			My sister is the only person on the planet who gets to call me Doc. Actually, my mom used to call me that, too. Before she ran out on us a few years ago, that is. When she left, she took the only source of steady income, the only source of steady meals, the only source of steady smiles, faith, or warmth under our roof, too.

			Just one day: Poof! Diss-a-peeeer’d.

			“But why can’t we get a chinchilla, Doc? Chinchillas are nice and they’re furry and they sometimes eat lettuce and I could even brush its teeth.”

			“Doesn’t kindergarten do hamsters anymore?”

			“Now that I think of it, we need two chinchillas and a carton of ice cream. Remember that time I had a scoop of mint chip, but there weren’t enough chips so I had to complain and the owner gave me a whole bunch of extra rainbow sprinkles because he ran out of chocolate chips? I bet chinchillas would like mint chip ice cream even if it didn’t have rainbow sprinkles.”

			I’m not sure Gemma’s mouth stopped motoring the entire twenty-minute walk home down East Seven Mile, a street famous in D-town for all the wrong reasons. Gemma’s hand never left mine, not for a second. Too many monsters in the area to even count.

			We crossed the highway overpass, turned left at the graffiti-covered Dumpster, and entered through the ragged entryway of our four-story redbrick building. The apartment door, once white, hadn’t been painted in years. A short walk down stale-smelling halls and up two flights of moldy, chipped wooden stairs brought us to apartment 303A.

			Home sweet home it wasn’t.

			I unlocked the door, and we got straight to business, unzipping our coats, tossing off our backpacks, falling immediately into our regular routine of snack, homework, and then artwork for her while I prepared supper. After dinner, it would be bath, book, brush teeth, prayers, kiss, bed for Gem. Monday through Friday, five days a week, this was the plan, and the plan was never in question.

			I love routines. I’m a creature of routines. Routines are our way out of living a life that we share with roaches, rats, addicts, and gunfire. Fact is, when you sleep sideways on a sheetless couch and shower in a bathroom where the hot water hardly gets warm on days when it snows—and in the Motor City, it snows a lot—while your younger sister wears used sneakers that you buy at Goodwill and doesn’t even own a bicycle, well…that’ll make a person hard in all the places a heart is supposed to be soft.

			But the right routine can give us wings to fly away. Fly to a place from which we ain’t never coming back. This is why I train like an animal. Discipline is the gasoline of dreams.

			Sacrifice? Don’t mind it. Pain? As they say in the gym, pain is just weakness leaving the body. Add it all up and my weekday schedule is 100 percent locked. I rise at four a.m. to do two hours worth of roadwork, and then I’m at Loco’z every day after school for three more hours, sparring, working on technique, sweating, and bleeding.

			Without fail.

			At night from nine to ten thirty p.m. I hit the kettlebell I keep underneath the kitchen table, alternating muscle group sets depending on the day of the week or the injury I’m nursing. After a late-night shower, my own prayers to a God I’m not even sure is really listening, and ice packs if needed, it’s off to bed by eleven, ’cause less than five hours’ sleep doesn’t give my body enough time to rest and rebuild itself for training the next day.

			Everything in my world revolves around routine. Including Gemma. Every day I am the one who drops her off at school, and every day I am the one who picks her up.

			Without fail.

			And every day we begin and end with the same words.

			“Who’s tough?”

			“I’m tough.”

			“How tough?”

			“So tough.”

			“And why are we tough?”

			“’Cause that’s the way we get out,” she answers.

			“Gimme a kiss,” I tell her. And she does.

			These words are the music of our relationship.

			Sad as it may sound, Gemma’s not just my only sibling; she’s my only friend. At my high school, well…I’m kind of a loner. Probably ’cause not that many other kids my age have to deal with all the stuff I have to deal with, being the main money earner, doing all the shopping, cooking, and so on. Me and them, I guess we just don’t really relate.

			“Hey, Gem, I got an idea.”

			“Chinchilla?”

			“No,” I said. “But, well…whaddya say we go get pizza?”

			She stopped, her purple crayon frozen mid-stroke.

			“You’re gonna eat pizza?” Gemma knew all too well that proteins and vegetables with limited carbs and virtually no starches were entirely my thing. One of the guys I used to train with down at Loco’z, a black belt named Ripper, introduced me to this concept called Paleolithic eating last year. Basically, it’s where a fighter eats like a caveman.

			“If it wasn’t available to them, it’s not available to you,” he told me. “In a hunter-gatherer’s world you need a hunter-gatherer’s diet.”

			I tried it. Within two weeks I saw how my body was stronger and recovered faster from both training and beatings. Gemma knows I not only work out like a crazy person, but I eat like one, too.

			But she’s a good kid. A really good kid, and sometimes when I look around and see that she’s got no mom and can’t play in the streets once the sun starts to set and doesn’t ever complain about all the toys she doesn’t have, well…she deserves a break now and then, don’t she?

			“O’ course, I love pizza,” I told her. “Matter of fact, I’m gonna have pepperoni on it, too.”

			“Oh yeah,” she answered, her eyes lighting up like a Christmas tree. “Well, I’m gonna have a chocolate sundae afterward with hot fudge.”

			“Oh really?” I said. “Then I’m gonna have a piece of cheesecake, a slice so big it’ll take me two forks just to get one bite.”

			“I’m getting a side of meatballs,” Gemma hollered. Meatballs in red spaghetti sauce was her favorite food of all time.

			“I’m having root beer.”

			“Me, too!” she replied.

			I closed the kitchen cupboard from which I had been about to snag a frying pan. “Grab your jacket. Race you to the door.”

			“Can we also play some of those games, Doc?” Gemma softly asked, a hopeful look in her eye.

			“You mean, play that machine in the restaurant where you stick dollar bills inside and try to grab a teddy bear but that clutcher thing is rigged so that no matter how many bucks you feed into the stupid game, no one ever wins?”

			“Uh-huh,” she said, nodding her head up and down.

			I smiled. “Sure. And tonight,” I added as I reached for my secret can of protein powder where I kept all my extra savings after I bought the groceries and the medicine and stuff like that, “tonight I am scoring you a teddy.”

			“YAY!” she shouted.

			My hand fumbled upward for my secret cash stash. From my tippy-toes, I pulled the can off the shelf. It felt light. I opened the plastic top and looked inside.

			My eyes dropped. Immediately, Gemma knew what had happened.

			When you live with an addict, it always happened. Had happened a hundred thousand times before. Slowly, quietly, I set the can back on the shelf. Gemma began to unzip her jacket.

			Without a complaint or even a comment, Gem returned to the kitchen table and picked up her purple crayon. Me, I trudged over to the fridge in order to see what could be rustled up.

			Coupla eggs, a few tomatoes, some noodles in butter for Gemma. That’d be our dinner.

			Wouldn’t be the first time, neither.

			Deep breath, dude. Deep breath.

			Later that night I dimmed the light in Gemma’s room. Sure, I may have been sleeping on a torn-up couch in the living room of a crappy two-bedroom, one-bath apartment, but damn if she would.

			“Who’s tough?”

			“I’m tough.”

			“How tough?”

			“So tough.”

			“And why are we tough?” I asked. Her head lying softly on the pillow, she looked up at me with big, tender eyes.

			“’Cause that’s the way we get out.”

			A lump formed in my throat.

			Not wanting her to see me weak and vulnerable I lowered my eyes and double-checked her blanket to make sure she was tucked in good and warm.

			“Gimme a kiss,” I said.

			She did, and I closed the light.
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