


[image: 001]





[image: 001]





Table of Contents

 



Title Page

Dedication

 



CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

 



Acknowledgments

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Copyright Page




For my muse.
 I always knew in my heart that if I waited long enough,
 you would find me.






CHAPTER 1


Glove slammed into jaw. His glove, my jaw.

Back and forth, back and forth. Evenly matched, this still belonged to both of us. A drop of sweat dripped into my eye but I ignored the salty burn, never breaking away from our locked gaze.

Glove cracked into shoulder. My glove, his shoulder.

Jab, jab, jab. We measured distance by inches, by fractions of inches, pushing in, pulling away. His next punch only brushed the side of my head but it still hurt.

Then I saw it, his twitch of anticipated control. I ducked the confident punch and when I straightened my knees, I brought an uppercut with me.

Glove slammed into chin.

He had nothing, and I came at him again with a left hook.

His head fell to the side with my blow, and over his shoulder, I saw something.

In the fraction of a second it took me to glance at it, my opponent drove into my gut. I exhaled hard and my knees buckled. But I pushed at him again with another uppercut, my momentum tilting me back upright. He swayed but locked his  gaze onto mine, and I had to unleash punch after punch to keep him on the defensive, keep my advantage. A shout from below us: “It’s over! Let’s go!”

Halting my fist halfway to its target, I backed off. And I had to hand it to him—he held his ground until I turned away. I wrestled with my head gear. “You all right?” I called over my shoulder.

“I’m good.”

I collapsed on a stool in the closest corner of the ring, and remembered the glimmering distraction. I half stood, searching the spot where I’d seen something. Then I surveyed the dark room, filled thick with sweat and ambition. No sparkles.

My sparring partner, Not-Rocky, walked over to me. A moment ago he was someone I had to take down. But now he was my friend again.

“I’ll probably need to suck up my dinner through a straw tonight,” I said, moving my lower jaw from side to side.

He grinned around his mouth guard before spitting it out and opening his mouth wide to let go of the hit to his chin. “I’m going to be hunched over for a week if it makes you feel any better.”

“It does.”

“I knew it would.” He slung an arm around me. “Ow,” I told him.

“Sorry.”

“No, you’re not.”

“Yeah,” he said, “I’m kinda not.”

Something shimmered in my periphery. It moved.

I shoved my friend’s arm away and spun around, raising gloves to my face. Ready to dodge, and ready to strike—

Nothing.

No, I thought, something. Something alive and formless and there. It hovered around chest-level, then the air seemed to shimmy into wavy watery lines. I put out my fat glove but it only slipped through the apparition. I snatched my hand back and in an instant the waves stilled, the life draining out, and it was nothing.

Of course, it had been nothing.

“What’s up?” Not-Rocky asked.

“I saw something. Just now. Out of the corner of my eye.”

“You saw stars, is what you saw.”

I blinked again, then squinted at still nothing. The air was quiet and empty. I let out a breath. Much as I hated to admit it, he had to be right. But I glanced back once as we walked away.

Nothing.

“Good thing you quit,” Mat shouted at Not-Rocky from the free weights at the back wall. “You’se about to get your ass kicked by a girl.”

“Bricks isn’t a girl,” Not-Rocky countered.

I was Gemma Cross to the outside world, the real world, but not here. Here we turned into our own superheroes, and our real-world names weren’t appropriate for the transformation. The guys were nicknamed for their quirky personalities, but bewildered by the ways of the female, they did the man thing and zeroed right in on my appearance—christening me the oh-so-not-original Brickhouse. I knew why. I was sort of Amazonian—hard and muscular, but not lacking in curves, thank you very much. Five-foot-ten and often indignant, I was pretty sure I scared a lot of other women. So I liked the company of my boys.

“I’m not a girl?” I asked. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Ah, you know what I mean.”

I did. Every time I stepped into Smiley’s Gym, I left my femininity at the door.

Smiley’s, nestled in D.C.’s Chinatown, was not your trendy gym with generic dance mixes blaring from speakers on every wall and buzzing blenders mixing up fruity power drinks at members-only snack bars. No girls here in pink sweatpants with “Angel” splashed across a tiny ass—no girls here at all, really. Once in a while, a woman would walk in with a black eye or a split bottom lip, her quiet request for lessons tinged with bitterness and vengeance. These women punched hard but didn’t stay long, leaving me, as  the representative for my gender, a little bit sadder and angrier on their behalf.

“Not bad for a chick,” Not-Rocky said as we walked slowly away from the ring.

“Not bad for a puny little punk.”

The usual end to our practice bouts.

My buddy Not-Rocky was about my size, so we were preferred sparring partners. He was our fair and blond Philly boy, and he’d admitted that the one time he tried Rocky’s famous run up the steps of the Philadelphia Museum of Art, he’d made it only halfway up before turning an about-face and jogging right back down behind a beautiful redhead. Not-Rocky had a very crooked nose—it tilted slightly to the viewer’s left—but he swore that when he was born, it was actually tilted to the right. He claimed there was a two-year period in junior high when it was knocked straight, but he had yet to provide photographic evidence.

He’d been coming to Smiley’s for a few years. I’d been coming here pretty much forever.

I’d thrown my duffel bag on a creaky, lopsided folding chair, and now I pulled out the sports section of the Washington Post that I’d folded inside this morning. I crumpled a few pages and stuffed them into each of my gloves to absorb my hand sweat, then shoved paper and gloves into the bag. I extracted a hand towel from a side pocket, wiped away the tracks of perspiration sliding down to my jaw line, then patted the back of my neck under my ponytail. There was a TV on an unsteady rolling stand near the free weights, and three guys were slowly lifting while watching with half-open mouths. Keyed up and pacing, I wandered over to the rickety TV stand as the guys simultaneously said, “Ohhh,” and winced.

They watched a bit more, then all three boxers exhaled the breath they’d been apparently holding. “Dude, I can’t believe he did that,” he said.

The others agreed: “That was harsh.” “He slept with her sister?  Damn.”


I peered at the screen that held them rapt. “Oh, my God,” I said. “Soap operas? Really?”

“Shhh,” they hissed. Then, “Oh, come on.”



Breaking News. The trio threw up hands and turned away. “Always with the breaking news,” one said.

“Because,” I said, “no actual current event can be more important than what happens to a fictional spurned woman.”

Sarcasm did a flyover of three thick heads. One guy muttered, “Now we’ll never know what she says to him.”

I looked at the TV. A school shooting. Kids dead, teacher hurt, gunman suicide. This was the second school shooting in the D.C. area in six months, the news reminded the viewers. I watched enough to know I didn’t want to watch more, and I stepped away from the TV just as Not-Rocky reached my side. I shook my head at him. “The world is really disgusting,” I said to him.

He stationed himself in front of the screen and I headed back to my bag and stuffed the damp towel in a side pocket.

“I know that kid,” I thought I heard Not-Rocky say.

“What?” I called. “What are you talking about?”

“I remember him. He was here. It was a while ago.”

I joined him again and cut him a sideways glance. “You’ve been knocked around so much, you don’t remember what you had for breakfast this morning. How do you remember some kid?”

“I do,” he insisted, nodding and squinting to draw it out of his mind. “Maybe about a year ago or something. He came in here, little skinny kid. He wanted lessons. Smiley took one look at him and asked him where he lived, where his parents were. I couldn’t hear the kid but he musta told Smiley he lived in a nice house in the suburbs with his mom, because Smiley told him to beat it. He said, come back when you’re older and bigger. Chocolate doughnut.”

“What?”

“That’s what I had for breakfast. Chocolate doughnut.”

“Breakfast of champions,” I said. “It’s no wonder I smacked you around.”

He began to protest, but I shushed him to watch a little more. The boy’s picture was now stationed at the bottom left corner of the screen while they continued breaking the story.

Yeah, I thought, Not-Rocky’s vague testimony made sense. Smiley was a saint, taking care of guys here who had no one and nothing more than a little bit of talent. He wasn’t going to train a junior-high kid unless that kid was on welfare or being beaten up at home. He would send a nice suburban kid packing, just like Not-Rocky said. It was the right decision; this place wasn’t for a boy like that. This room was full of contenders. It was no place for a lonely child who had anywhere else to go.

Of course, I knew Smiley had made an exception for me, but he’d had his reasons and his promises and he knew who I was.

I’d acted out, I’d been angry, I’d had misplaced aggression, but I was never violent for its own sake, and I was sure that even if this gym hadn’t become to me what it did, I still wouldn’t have been.

“You know,” I said to Not-Rocky, “it feels like this kid violence has become way more frequent.”

“Don’t know,” he said. “I don’t watch a lot of news.”

“I do. There was that kid a couple of weeks ago who pushed her brother out their second-floor window. He actually survived.” I thought a moment. “Wasn’t there a boy who took out his grandfather or... yeah, his grandfather. I think that was in Virginia. Right?”

“I told you I don’t watch news. This is why. All bad news.”

“Maybe I’m just paying closer attention these days.”

“Nah. This”—Not-Rocky gestured at the TV—“is nothing new. There’s stuff like this all the time.”

“I guess.” I stood. “It’s depressing. Turn it off.”

He lifted the remote with his gloves and pressed the power button with his sore chin. I laughed when he winced. “All bad kids don’t grab shotguns,” he pointed out. “I mean, look at us.  This room is full of fuck-ups.”

“Not me.” I moved toward the chairs. “I’ve got my life in order, I think.”

“Finally. Only took forty years.”

“I’m thirty, moron.”

“So that new boyfriend of yours straightened you out, huh?”

“Yes.” I slung my bag over my shoulder. “He’s a public figure. So I have to behave in public.”

“Good luck with that.”

“Go home,” I told him, moving toward the door. “Lay off the doughnuts.”

“What am I supposed to do with the whole box I just bought?”

“Feed them to the pigeons.”

“I don’t think that’s good for them.”

“Well, it’s not good for you either.”

I blew him a kiss and he laughed when my hand shot up to cover my aching mouth. I waved him off and pushed the door open.

Gray clouds fat with threatening rain shifted across the sky, throwing shadowy light tricks onto the street.

The shimmer tickled my periphery.

My body became very still. Wind brushed my hair into my eyes, and caught in my lashes.

I didn’t know whether I wanted it to be someone or not. I’d lost fights, and lost them badly, but I’d only suffered humiliation and a few broken bones. Never weird sparkly hallucinations.

I stood in silence. It wasn’t hard to do. D.C. was a very quiet city. I was sure there must have been more bustle here than any other city in the country, considering this city ran the country—and was the hotbed of scandal—but I could never hear it. Not even now, when I was actively trying to hear something.

Nothing. But I saw it again.

I whirled, and my bag slammed me in the chest. Standing in front of me was a woman.

She didn’t shrink back from my sudden confrontation. I wasn’t  certain she even blinked. She just looked at me.

Her hair was as blond as mine but far longer and thicker, made even more luxurious by the fact that it framed a tiny little head, attached to a little pixie body that was somewhere around size double-zero. She was smiling, a bright beam piercing the stormy darkness that was falling around us. I placed her at about forty, reconsidered her to be closer to my thirty, then finally gave up guessing. Each of her distinct features was something I’d seen on someone else at some point, but her particular combination was unique in a way I knew I’d never be able to describe.

Under her green-eyed appraisal, I had the uneasy—and unusual—urge to squirm.

“Gemma,” she said.

I noticed she didn’t raise her voice on the last syllable in a question; rather, it was a statement, as confident as if she’d added, of course.


“Do I know you?” I asked. I’d recovered from her apparent materialization from thin air, but I was genuinely puzzled at her assumption of familiarity.

“Not yet,” she said, as if it had merely been a matter of time until we’d crossed paths.

I raised a brow, not quite unfriendly, but intending to relay my growing impatience.

If she caught my meaning, she didn’t bother to apologize. “I’m Frederica Diamond,” she said. “I would like to talk to you about a business opportunity, Gemma.”

“A business opportunity,” I repeated. O-kay. “I’m already employed.”

“Not at the moment, I understand.”

I thought. “You’re a headhunter?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“And you came to find me here? Kind of aggressive recruiting techniques you’ve got there.”


“You don’t approve?”

Well, at least she’d done her homework and knew the sort of person she was dealing with. Kudos for that. “Still,” I told her, “seems extreme to track me down here.”

“It’s quite an important opportunity. It was my job to find you. I’m very good at it.”

“Obviously,” I said, trying to process the creepiness of the whole situation. “But I’m currently on hiatus from full-time employment.”

“Yes. To avoid conflict with Mr. McCormack’s race for Congress,” Frederica said.

Okay, I supposed anyone at my office could have mentioned that to her. But my uneasiness was growing. I had about half a foot and forty pounds on this woman—not to mention I was dressed to fight—but not only did I feel completely non-intimidating, Frederica had the cool upper hand in this conversation.

And she’d never stopped smiling.

“It would really be worth your while,” she added, “to hear out my proposal.”

“This is creepy,” I said.

“It isn’t.”

“No?”

“No.” She looked deep into my eyes, down into me, and rattled my core. “We need you, Gemma.”

Her delicate emphasis on “you” startled me, almost as much as the door slamming open behind me. Two boxers, now in T-shirts and with perspiration drying along their hairlines, nodded casual goodbyes at me.

“See you tomorrow,” I said, forcing a smile. I wasn’t sure why I waited until they rounded the corner to turn back around, but I did. And she was gone.

In her place was a shimmer of wavy, liquid energy, and then I blinked it away.






CHAPTER 2


“Hey! I have a dentist’s appointment tomorrow.” I jabbed a finger into the wall calendar, free with our Peking ravioli from Hun Lee’s up the street and depicting a circular parade of Chinese zodiac animals.

“Wow!” Avery exclaimed, matching my incredulous tone. “What a fun day!” He sat on the edge of the bed and took off his socks.

“Shut up,” I said. “I didn’t mean it like that. I made the appointment months ago for a cleaning and I forgot about it.” I nodded. “Cool.”

“Should I be worried you’re getting excited about the prospect of seeing your dentist?” Avery asked. He stood again, unbuttoned his dress shirt and removed it, draping it on the top corner of our bedroom door. “Most people dread going to the dentist. In fact, some just never even go because they’re too scared. But you sound like it’s the highlight of your week. Maybe I should go have a chat with this hunky dentist with the magnetic personality.”

I watched him slide his black leather belt out of his pants in one smooth motion. “A dentist with a magnetic personality would not fare well in a room full of sharp metal tools,” I said.

“Excellent point,” he allowed.

“Besides, Dr. Gold is probably about eight years past retirement age. Not my type.”

“Good thing. Because I have enough to worry about without my girl running off with the dentist.”

“‘My girl,’ eh? Wouldn’t want your voters to hear you talking such blatant possessive objectification.”

“You don’t like it?”

“It’s pretty hot, actually.”

I walked over to Avery and wrapped my arms around his now-bare shoulders. I kissed him on the neck and lingered there, breathing in his skin, for—well, not as long as I would have liked. He had a meeting with his campaign manager and some other people in the morning and I knew he ought to turn in early, so I untangled myself.

“An hour in the dentist’s chair sounds pretty good compared to the day I have tomorrow,” he said, pulling on an old T-shirt. A really old T-shirt. Tour dates for Foreigner fell down the back. “I feel like I’m treading on my own last good nerve. I don’t know why I did this to myself.”

He crossed to the window and gazed out. I said nothing and let him contemplate. From our brick-front townhouse in the Court House section of Arlington, Virginia, we didn’t have a view of the Capitol dome, but its imposing silhouette was out there across the Potomac, representing everything Avery wanted to do.

Although we weren’t too far yet into our new domestic arrangement, I’d witnessed his bouts of self-flagellation just enough times to know when to intervene. So I let a couple of well-timed minutes pass, then spoke. “You and I both know why you’re doing this,” I said. “For truth, justice, the American way, and purple mountain majesties. Plus, you’re the best-looking House candidate out there right now, so it doesn’t take an experienced pollster to assure you that you have the female 18–35 demographic. Now you just have to reach a few more voters and  you’re in. So spare me the crap.”

A smile played at the corner of his full, sexy bottom lip, and I saw it reflected back at me from the night mirror of a window. “Gemma, you always know the right thing to say. And then you choose to say something else entirely. I can’t figure out why.”

“Listen, I wasn’t in polling for nothing. I know my stuff.”

“Doubtless.”

“Besides, I already told you I’m happy to do a TV ad where I threaten to beat the hell out of anyone who doesn’t vote for you. The boys at Smiley’s will back me up.”

He pushed the window up a few inches to let in the April air, and drew the curtain before stripping down to his Washington Capitals boxer shorts. “Though I have full confidence that you and your ‘Fight Club’ buddies could get the job done, I think I might prefer to not run a political campaign in such a—well, Mafia-esque fashion.”

“Fear is a powerful motivator,” I said, sitting on the bed. “The offer stands when you change your mind.”

“You’re a scary broad.”

I picked up my cup of before-bed chai tea from the nightstand and took a careless gulp. It scalded its way down my throat. I never waited for it to cool. “Seriously,” I said with a slightly scratchier voice. “you don’t need my help. You have to win. You’re the good guy.”

“So was my dad,” Avery countered.

Avery’s father, Johnson McCormack, had been an outspoken, charismatic shoo-in for office—until an ugly campaign money scandal materialized and covered every newspaper’s front page from here to the border. Johnson was exonerated, but his career was a casualty that couldn’t be revived.

I knew Avery felt the eyes of the nation on him, on each thread of his suits and ties, and on every move he made. To the voting public, the younger McCormack had a dark and handsome appeal, a bright mind, a can-and-will-do attitude and, a small handful of  cynical pundits insisted, was a train wreck waiting to happen. How, they asked, could district attorney Avery McCormack be so infallible in his campaign for the House of Representatives when his old man went down like a tower of empty beer cans?

They knew politics, so they thought they knew Avery. But I knew Avery. No skeleton had ever taken up residence in any of his closets, and no scandal had ever sniffed its way around any of his ethics. He was good, through and through. He was an idealist, a hard worker, and would be beyond reproach—if politics played honestly with him. And Avery didn’t trust that to happen.

“You’re not your dad,” I said now.

“I’m still the closest thing to it. If I make one wrong turn, no one will give me an inch of leeway.”

“Why worry about that when nothing will go wrong? You’re perfect. And I’m—well, I’m not, I guess, but I can be low-key.”

“Offering to punch people’s lights out as they leave the voting booths is your idea of low-key, eh?”

“That was a joke, sir. Maybe I do, on occasion, speak without thinking. Once in a while, I might have a small emotional outburst.”

Avery slipped into the bathroom and turned on the tap, but he’d left the door slightly ajar and I could hear his muffled laughter.

“What,” I yelled, “is so funny?”

“Nothing,” he called over his splashing.

“You lying politician. Or, I’m sorry, is that redundant?”

“Babe,” he said, returning with his face in a towel, “occasional outburst? Half the time it’s like ‘Gemma, Interrupted’ around here.”

I downed the rest of my chai and flopped back onto the pillows. “I don’t know why you continue to mock me when you’re fully aware I could crack your head open like a coconut.”

“That’s my girl. Solving conflicts with brute force.” He chuckled. “What I don’t understand is how someone so numbers-and-concrete-proof oriented in her career could ignore logic and  reason in favor of her emotions the rest of the time.”

“I don’t do it on purpose,” I said. “I don’t know why I’m—I mean, I know I should be—”

Avery kneeled on the floor, and I sat back up, swinging my legs around to embrace his shoulders. “You’re exactly the way you should be. An unpredictable puzzle, and that’s the best part about you. I love you more than anything,” he said.

“I know,” I said, softening.

When he kissed me, I tasted minty-fresh toothpaste.

When we drew apart, I said, “The original point to this conversation was that I’m happy about my dentist’s appointment because it gives me something to actually do tomorrow.”

“I didn’t ask you to leave your job. Go back to work if you’re unhappy.”

“No,” I said. I shook my head with such emphasis, a strand of my hair lodged itself under my contact lens. I rubbed at it, then realized I’d forgotten to take them out. I hopped off the bed and jogged to the bathroom. “We made a decision and I’m sticking to it,” I said, filling each compartment of the little case with saline. “It’s only until you’re Congressman McCormack. I didn’t feel right doing polling work during your campaign.” I plucked out my left lens and plopped it into the case, then looked at myself in the mirror. Through only one lens, I resembled a blond, blurry Picasso painting.

“Your work doesn’t have anything to do with my campaign.”

“I don’t want even one idiot to insinuate a possible conflict. And,” I added, removing my other lens and sealing it up, “I need a break anyhow.”

Which was the purest white of all lies. I loved my job. But I didn’t feel bad about saying it, because I knew Avery was lying right back at me when he said he thought I should go back to work. It was true that he hadn’t outright asked me to leave my job, but his protests now were weak and obligatory. I knew full I was relieving him of one less worry.

I also white-lied by omission by not mentioning whatshername who appeared out of thin air today—maybe literally?—with her strange offer for some kind of job. I didn’t tell Avery about it mostly because I was suspicious that I went unconscious for a few seconds and dreamed her. I’d never gotten knocked around so hard that it had caused me to hallucinate. I was willing to buy that explanation. But the hallucination had a conversation with me, and that was what worried me. I didn’t want Avery to worry too.

But I needed to know: “What is a migraine like?” Avery got them sometimes and had complained about strange swirly light crossing his vision.

“Well, for one, you get a headache like someone beat you over the head with a club quite similar to the kind Captain Caveman carries around,” Avery said.

“No. I don’t have a headache.”

“You’ve never had a migraine before,” he said. “Did you take a few to the head today?”

“A few,” I admitted. “I’m getting those swirly light things you said you have when you get a migraine. Not now, not since I got home, but before.”

“Maybe it’s a concussion.”

“No,” I said, dismissing it with one hand. “I’ve had a couple of those.” I blinked hard, keeping my eyelids closed until I could feel wetness under my lashes. “When you get those little lights, do they look watery and kind of ... alive?”

I heard him pause. “Are we sure it’s not a concussion?”

“Positive. And I haven’t had it in a few hours.” I thought. “Not-Rocky said I was just seeing stars, and he’s probably right. It was right after a spar and as I was leaving the gym, the sky was kind of weird so maybe my eyes just did the same thing.”

“Maybe,” Avery said, “you want to wait a couple of days anyway before you get in the ring again.”

“No.”

“Okay, maybe I want it.”

I sighed. “Fine.”

“Gemma?” he asked. “Can we back up a little in this conversation? I need to tell you that I don’t want you to think for a moment that I don’t realize your sacrifices or that I don’t appreciate them.”

I stepped out of the bathroom and leaned against the door frame. “Yeah, well, I’m okay with it because now you’re my bitch.” I grinned.

“Let’s keep that between you and me for the time being.”

“I plan on it being you and me for a very long time.” I took in his smile, then ran both my hands through my short, straight hair, suddenly hot despite the cool spring breeze blowing through the gauzy, raw-edged curtain. “Go to sleep already, before I jump you.”

Avery stood and flicked off the bathroom light as I switched off the lamp. He slid into bed beside me, but instead of settling himself into the sheets, he leaned over me.

“What?” I asked, even though I knew very well what.

“Are those my choices? Sleep, or you jump me?”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“I cast my vote for,” he said with a grin I couldn’t see but could hear, “jump me.”

I pushed up and flipped him over on his back, my knees straddling his hips. I yanked my tank top over my head and flung it away. He laughed.

I loved democracy.
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That night, I had the dream again.

The dream that kicked my ass; the dream that was always an omen, a warning to me that life was about to spin into confusion.

I crawl out of bed and stumble, and my hand goes to my mouth, which hurts. It hurts from the inside of my lips to the back of my  throat and all around. I press my back teeth together and instead of feeling the comforting close of molars, it’s shaky in there, like a city sidewalk moments after an earthquake. I blink hard and grab the door frame, pulling myself into the hallway. I let go of the wall and try to take one step, but setting my bare heel down on the thick carpet is too jarring for my fragile mouth, and a small, smooth tooth drops onto my tongue. It slides around, sticky, salty, metallic, and I spit it out. It hits the carpet with a physically impossible but distinct echoey tinkle, and the sound and horror of looking at my own tooth weakens my knees and I fold down onto the floor. I fall hard and struggle against my fear and fatigue to prop myself onto my forearms.

My jaw is on fire but I can’t open my mouth—I won’t open my mouth. I don’t want another tooth to drop out. I seal my blood-sticky lips together until it fills up, my mouth fills up with it, the pressure building behind my lips until I can’t breathe, and I open wide, gasping like a guppy from an overturned bowl.

In a gush of blood and saliva, my teeth fall out. All of them. I press my chin to the scratchy rug fibers and stare at the macabre, wet little pile. My mouth is still hanging open, and as I breathe, I can feel cold air whistling through the new holes in my gums. A warm stickiness trails from my jaw line down my neck and pools hot into my collarbone.

I collapse onto the mess, and my freed teeth push sharp into my skin, biting my cheek.

Then I abruptly scramble to get up and grab at the teeth. I have to get them. I have to put them in my pocket. But every time I get a fistful, they slide from between my fingers and fall away again. No! I have to collect them, save them, keep them, I need them... But now I hear whispers, musical laughing whispers. I can’t make out the words, yet I know what they’re saying: Grab the teeth, get them all, don’t lose them...

I woke up sweaty, blurry, disoriented.

I flailed an arm out and my knuckles thumped a sleeping Avery. He clasped my hand and held it still against his hard chest. I  poked my tongue against my front teeth, testing their fortitude, and stopped upon realizing they weren’t going to pop out in front of my face.

I slid my hand out from underneath Avery’s and went to stand naked by the window. I stared through the transparent curtains as they blew into the room, kissing my forehead, sliding against my nose.

I wondered, and worried.

Stupid dream, stupid nightmare. I hadn’t seen this punch coming.

In the boxing ring, I had to know how to land a punch, but to win, I also had to know how to evade one. And I was pretty good at the landing and the evading. Boxing was a dark kind of dance, moving in and out of invisible boundaries, touching while remaining untouchable. When I was fighting evenly matched, I won more than I lost.

But this dream was never my fair opponent.

It waited—sometimes for years—until its chosen night, when I was asleep and vulnerable, when I’d surrendered my physical ability and my mental control. Then it held me down and unleashed one sucker-punch after another. I couldn’t fight back and I couldn’t pull away. I could only scream into a black void until the dream chose to release me, and I awakened sweaty, blurry, disoriented, and afraid to stand.

Tonight, I hadn’t seen it coming.

I knew recurring dreams weren’t an unusual phenomenon, and I’d began extensive research on the dream, oh, maybe the third or fourth time I had it, years ago, and I learned teeth-falling-out is one of the most common dreams that people have. I collected all the different interpretations and so-called deep meanings. There were a lot of them: anxiety about outward appearances, fear of embarrassment, feelings of powerlessness, fear of uncontrollable events, fear of getting old.

The one time I told my mother about the dream, she seemed  strangely alarmed for a moment, but then told me that she’d heard the losing-teeth nightmare signifies a loss of childhood innocence. I surmised at the time that she was digging for information the way wily single moms do, so I said nothing further to incriminate myself.

Eventually, I decided I might never narrow down the meaning as it pertained to me personally, but I did pinpoint a pattern to the dream’s occurrence—always immediately preceding a significant life- and attitude-altering event.

Example: One week before I graduated high school, I had the dream. It kicked off a week of insomnia, in which I panicked every moment I spent in the dark, wondering how I would eventually pay off my college loans, find a great man, deal with the pain of childbirth—maybe more than once—on top of doing my own grocery shopping and laundry. The prospect of adulthood crushed down on me, pinning me to my bright yellow sheets and daring me to struggle against it. I did finally fall asleep—at the graduation ceremony, during the speeches, my head dropping down. My mortarboard landed on the scuffed gymnasium floor.

Another example: I had the tooth dream, then three days later, my college sweetheart-slash-fiance informed me that he was trading in the previously unbreakable love that we shared for a woman he met on the subway and had sex with within the hour.

And the first time I had the dream was the night before the day my father left us.

So now, I stood shivering in the warmth of the dark. It had rained while I dreamed, and I breathed in blossomy fresh water evaporating off the steaming sidewalks. I worried more, and I wondered more.

Was it possible that this time, this one night, my omen dream simply had the timing wrong? That it was just a little late? Because my life-altering event had just happened last week, when I’d moved in with Avery and taken a leave from my polling job. It marked the first time in my adult life that I wouldn’t be working,  the first time I’d be a “domestic partner,” and the first time I had offered up such a commitment to—anyone.

And I hadn’t been scared to do it. I had been confident and sure, even upon leaving the office with my box of desk supplies, even upon collapsing on my end of the sofa after we hefted it into our new living room. Especially when Avery had slammed the door and we both jumped into the sofa to make love, a still-open U-Haul on the street with half our belongings inside.

In my personal history book, this was a life-changing, noteworthy event. I was about to become a full-time stay-at-homer, helping Avery in his campaign for the U.S. House of Representatives. Going to fundraising parties and getting my picture taken. Watching daytime TV and reading magazines. Training at the gym. A temporary life of leisure. Still, a very big change.

He was having a great run. We were having a great run.

I shook my head, took a deep breath and pushed the curtains aside to smile at myself. My white teeth grinned at me in the window, my form a darkening shadow against the brightening dawn. I nodded at myself, acknowledging the familiarity of my own face. That’s all, I told myself, before turning around, peeling back the damp sheets on my side of the bed and sliding back beside Avery’s warmth. The dream was just a little late. Maybe even a good sign, confirming this important milestone for me—for me and Avery.

My worry took a few more minutes to dissipate, minutes in which I allowed the sound of my breath to overtake the lingering sound of those sweet, teasing whispers. They faded away, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to clearly recall their laughing entreaties until the next time I heard them, another night.

Tonight had to be a mental blip, an aberration, a break in the pattern. Nothing more.

Convincing myself that I’d just convinced myself, I soon fell asleep again.
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“Gemma.”

“Mmmf.”

“I’m leaving,” Avery said softly into my ear. “I have that early meeting.”

I rolled over and got a mouthful of pillow. “Why didn’t the alarm go off?” I asked, muffled and confused.

“It did. You were dead to it.”

“I had a bad dream.” As soon as it was out of my mouth, I wished I’d held it in. It was childish, frightened, wimpy. But my face was still smooshed into the pillow. Maybe he hadn’t heard me.

“What was the dream about?” he asked.

I flipped over and looked at him.

I could have told him. I could tell Avery anything. But the timing was no good. I would have had to explain not only the dream but its place in my history—that it was my harbinger of difficult times of change. Given his tendency to worry about his campaign anyway, he might buy into the omen theory, and he didn’t need that now.

“I don’t remember,” I told him. “It’s already gone.”

“That’s the way with dreams,” he said, and disappeared out the front door.

I didn’t like the sound of that.

I lay staring at the ceiling, then realized after a few minutes that I was actually trying to decide what to wear to the dentist’s office, as it was my big outing of the day besides the gym. Pathetic. Yesterday, my highlight had been staring at the TV, hypnotized by Rachael Ray as she manipulated ground turkey for thirty minutes. The day before that, the digital cable telemarketer and I discovered we had a soap opera in common, and after twenty-five minutes of chat, I was kind of obligated to sign up for the deluxe package. I didn’t think Avery was yet aware of our new nudie channels, but I thought it safe to assume it wouldn’t lead to much  of an argument when he did figure it out.

That was the way it was going, day after day. I did miss my job. I missed crunching numbers, making phone calls, seeing my work published on our online site, and sometimes cited in newspapers and on TV. More than ninety percent of the polling at the company was market research, but there was a small amount of political polling, and it was enough to worry both Avery and myself when he announced his candidacy.

I would go back soon. But I’d never been out of work, not since I was fourteen and earning paper route cash. In college, I was a scholarship student, but I needed to work during my non-class hours to buy my hefty statistics textbooks for both undergraduate and graduate courses. I worked to pay for my membership at Smiley’s. I didn’t realize until recently that I really didn’t know how to not work.

Complaining was pointless because I took the leave from work out of love and support for Avery—the most important reason.

But I had to face it: After three weeks, I was isolated, teetering on the precipice of ennui.

I needed something to do with myself. Soon.






CHAPTER 3


“Go ahead and rinse.”

I sat up, reaching an awkward hand for the little Dixie cup as my paper bib swiped my chin. I sipped and spit, watching drops of blood and disgusting bits of God-knows-what slosh into the—I didn’t even know what it was. Fountain? Spittoon?

I kept rinsing until my mouth was clean, then I leaned back. My skull hurt from the slightly misplaced headrest, and it didn’t help matters when some kind of power tool zoomed to sudden loud life in the adjoining exam room.

“At least I don’t have it as bad as the poor patient next door,” I remarked.

Denise, the hygienist, laughed, displaying her own shiny teeth. I wondered about hygienists. When they woke up and before they went to bed, did they brush each individual tooth in their mouths to a count of sixty? Or did they figure, “The hell with it, if my teeth go bad, I get a discount at work”?

“No, hon,” Denise said now. “We’ve got contractors renovating in there. Dr. Gold retired last week.”

I grinned, remembering last night’s banter with Avery. “Finally, huh?”

“You’re not kidding. We practically had to shove him out the door and down to Florida. You’d think he’d want some relaxation by now.”

“So what are the renovations?”

“New dentist taking over the practice. He wanted to make some changes.”

I raised a brow, which I could do really well, by the way. “Dentists’ offices generally aren’t known for their hip and original interior design. It’s usually minimalist. Chair, sink, tray of terrifying sterilized weaponry.”

“Yeah, well, I have no idea what he’s doing in there, and I don’t want to know. I just come in, clean teeth, and leave.” She unclipped my bib and scrunched it up before tossing it in the trash can. “You’re good to go.”

“I can’t tell you how much I enjoy our time together,” I told her, standing and sliding my tongue over my smoother teeth and sorer gums.

“Me too,” Denise said. “I know! Let’s do it again in six months.”

“Great idea!” Corny as I could be, I still loved it when people went along with humor. It gave me a nice we’re-all-in-this-together feeling about humanity. “Thanks for omitting the flossing lecture.”

“Please. Everyone’s negligence keeps me off the unemployment line.” She laughed again. “I guess I shouldn’t say that. See you, Gemma.”

After I tore out a check for the receptionist and booked my next appointment, I stepped out into the D.C. sun. My overwhelmed eyes immediately teared up, since I’d spent the last hour with my eyes shut so as to avoid staring into the scare-tactic poster of a gaping, rotting grimace on the exam room wall in front of me. I dropped my gym bag at my feet and kneeled down next to it, shoving aside my black sports bra and sweat socks to unearth my sunglasses. Mall shoppers passed me, paper shopping bags bumping against their legs. I watched the 54 bus rumble by, and  the rush of dust in its wake kicked up into my face.

Before I could put the glasses on, I saw him.

He was across the street. Just standing there, lazy, leaning against a lamppost as if time was nothing to consider. He was casual blond, and long-legged in beat-up jeans. I’d never seen him before in my life.

And he was watching me.

Not only was he watching me, he wasn’t bothering to be covert. But he wasn’t flirty or cute, and he wasn’t at all creepy. He looked at me like he recognized me.

No, he looked at me like he recognized something in me, something that was also in him.

I couldn’t break our mutual gaze. I felt like I was drowning in it, my insides turning faster and faster until I was lightheaded. He seemed to exist in his own dimension, one that only I could see, and the cars and buses and people around me faded into silence and stillness.

I wondered how many steps it was between him and myself, and envisioned darting across the street and pressing into his chest.

“Oh!” I exclaimed, as a suited man barged into my left side. I tripped over my gym bag, still on the ground, and put out a forearm, landing flat but uninjured. The man who had crashed into me stepped over me and kept walking without looking back, but rather switching his cell phone to his other ear.

I snapped my head up and waited for a taxi to pass across my vision, and when it did, the lamppost stood alone.

Hoisting myself to my feet, I shook my head—not from my crash-landing but from the sparkly fog that had enveloped me for who-knew-how-long. What was that? Who was that? Who was I?

My still-sore mouth twinged and I put a hand to my jaw before widening my eyes. Teeth. The dream. Oh, this could not be it, could it? A warning not to cheat on Avery? No. Ridiculous. I didn’t even know that guy.

But he knew me.

No, he didn’t. Of course he didn’t. I was obviously delirious from pain. Or the contractors knocked some laughing gas loose in the dentist’s office, causing me to visualize a hot man across the street, as well as fantasize about having him.

Much more logical. Because I hadn’t even glanced at another man since Avery. Well, sure I had, but only to come to the conclusion that not one would measure up to my man.

I zipped up my duffel, snatched it up in one hand, and walked resolutely down K Street. I would keep walking until I arrived at my haven, my second home, and could pound out my unexpected and unwelcome frustration.
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After my strange street encounter and the shock of sexuality, I was grateful to take refuge at Smiley’s Gym.

The door slammed behind me and my eyes watered once again with the reverse adjustment from bright sunlight to dim, sweaty cave. I closed my eyes for a moment to allow seamless assimilation of the rest of me.

Like I said, this was my haven, but certainly not for any kind of sanctuary-like silence. The auditory ambience of Smiley’s was multi-layered: Over the top were men shouting, cheering, slapping their palms against the mat in the ring as if the two boxers currently sparring were actually duking it out for a world championship. The second layer was the dull, solid thud-thud of gloves on one or more of the heavy bags, and the relentless cadence of the several small speed bags. Underneath it all was a breathing hum, proof that Smiley’s was alive with ambition and pride and pain, punctuated by an occasional strong, huffing exhale when a punch was thrown—or taken.

Smiley had run this place for decades—no one knew exactly how many, but an educated guess could be made by the years etched on his face, and by the yellowing and faded photos of local heroes on the walls. On the rare occasion that he actually  did smile at any of us, the irony of his longtime nickname showed through the gaps where several teeth used to be.

Teeth again.

A determined weight barreled into my right side, making my eyes pop open. I stepped away from the shove, and my assailant stumbled through his own momentum, straightening up at the last minute.

“Mat,” I said, putting a hand on his bare shoulder to steady his wobbling, “it’s sad that the only way you think you can throw me down is with a dirty hit. And you can’t even do that.”

“Well, what are you doin’, sleepin’ standin’ up?” Mat asked, dodging my verbal jab and returning with his own. “Maybe you too busy at night bouncin’ the mattress to get sleep.” He grinned.

“Maybe that’s all you think about ’cause you’re not getting any.” I pinched his smooth cheek.

Mat smacked my hand away. “I’m ignorin’ that, ’cause it’s so wrong, it’s funny.”

Cuban-American, baby-faced and barely out of high school, Mat had the nerve of men twice his size and his age. Mat was not his real name. I didn’t think any of us knew what that was. Since the first day he strutted in here about eight months prior, challenging all comers and going facedown on the mat inside of thirty seconds, he’d been known as Mat. He’d since redeemed himself a bit with hard work, but his more-than-healthy ego never ceased.

I steered Mat toward a heavy bag, and slipped into the bathroom to change from jeans, short black boots and T-shirt to sports bra, black tank and gray sweat shorts. I eyed my reflection in the streaky mirror before pulling my short hair into a baby ponytail at the back of my head. I re-emerged, sat in a creaky metal folding chair, and began to wrap my hands, winding around my wrist and across my palm and between my thumb and forefinger. I opened and closed the hand, then went to work on the other one, glancing around the gym as I did.

The usual suspects were there. Sometimes I wondered whether they ever left. I lifted my chin and nodded to Shirley, who was jumping rope in the corner. He crisscrossed the rope in acknowledgment, and did a quick double-jump before reassuming the rhythm. Shirley was a nice guy. Really nice. Any time you asked for a favor—a ride to the bus stop in the rain, a dime to round out your money for the drink machine—he responded, “Surely,” his white smile striking in his dark, chiseled face. It was a good thing the girly moniker didn’t bother him, because he’d be real intimidating otherwise. This gallant gentleman was our current local amateur heavyweight champ.

Not-Rocky sat just outside the ropes of one of the two center rings, swigging a Gatorade and sweating off his sparring round. He hopped down and sidled over to me while I tugged on my gloves, and took over my seat after I slid to the floor for sixty knuckle pushups. “Yo, Brickhouse.”

Once I brought Avery in to meet the crew and see the place, and when we left, he said, “Brickhouse? You’re not—insulted by that?”

“Of course I am,” I said. “That’s what makes it stick.” I never told him that after that day, my gang referred to Avery as The Suit. That’s how I knew they approved of him.

Under the eye of Not-Rocky, I finished my pushups and rolled onto my back. He crouched in front of me and grasped my ankles for my sit-ups. “You want to go when you’re ready?” he asked.

I considered, but on my next sit-up, I noticed a bit of fresh blood clotting on his chin. Between that and the perspiration still rolling down his jaw, I guessed he was done for the day. I wouldn’t have suggested to him, though, or to any of the guys for that matter, that they ever take it easy. This gym was filled with competitors, and they’d knock themselves unconscious to prove their worth. I had competed a little myself, a few years ago, but eventually decided that putting my facial bones at risk every day wouldn’t jibe with my career ambition. I boxed now because  it was in me, and I didn’t think it would ever not be. And, I suspected of myself, I boxed to keep my memories of my father from permanent escape.

But Not-Rocky and the others, they still did it for dreams.

“I’ll take a pass today,” I said with tact, feeling my stomach muscles tighten and contract with each lift of my torso.

“Get the fuck away from me!”

Not-Rocky abruptly turned and I looked over his shoulder, following his gaze to the other side of the gym.

Within these walls, punching and yelling was expected—but there came rare moments when the athletic crossed into emotional, when aggressive became violent. Maybe it was strange that it didn’t happen more, what with the testosterone levels and competing bravados, but when it did happen, we all went on high alert, ready to defend, to fight for real.

But no one would have wanted to be the one to hurt a kid. And that was who was causing this commotion.

“I said, back the fuck off!” he screamed again at a boxer easily twice his age and many, many pounds heavier. I raised my brows, marveling at his reckless stupidity.

The kid was Trey Sawyer, a skinny, freckled boy barely into his teens with a myopic squint and uncooperative brown curls. A boy I wouldn’t have been surprised to see amassing Boy Scout badges or mathletes trophies. A boy from whose mouth I was damn surprised to hear the word “fuck” emerge. Smiley had taken him in a couple of weeks ago, and he came in after school. Trey couldn’t punch a fixed target three feet in front of him, but no one gave him a hard time. He’d been quickly identified as one of Smiley’s charity cases: someone he was asked to keep busy or straighten out.

Back when I was his charity case, Smiley did both. I’d mouthed off and I’d acted out, but I’d learned my place, and I’d learned it was a place I wanted to be.

Looked like it was Trey’s turn.

His shouts were louder in the new silence around him. “I don’t need this!” He put his gloved fists on the bigger fighter’s chest, and shoved with all his violent might.

Jackrabbit, the recipient of the shove, put one foot back, the only indication he’d been touched at all. He didn’t move from his spot—a calm stone wall. He caught Smiley’s eye while Trey stood there breathing heavily, his twiggy arms weighed down with his gloves.

“Dumb kid,” Not-Rocky murmured.

I didn’t disagree. But something didn’t feel right.

No one moved. Trey, maybe sensing he’d gone just far enough, quieted, but his eyes were wildfire.

Smiley moved slowly but deliberately between Trey and Jackrabbit, and his back was to Not-Rocky and me. An innocent, non-boxing bystander might see the delicate skin of the back of Smiley’s neck, or the thinned, nearly transparent hair that barely whispered against his head, and assume him to be anyone weaker than he was.

Before he said a word, I caught the irony that though not one fighter in here would want to be the one taking heat, they all wanted to hear someone else taking it.

“You done?” Smiley asked.

“It’s my turn!” Trey yelled. “This is my time. There’s fifteen minutes left in my lesson and this asshole interrupted!”

“Hey, punk, this in’t no private school,” Jackrabbit said.

“Pipe down.” Smiley’s tone was mild. He glanced at the big guy before fixing his gaze once more on Trey. “He was letting me know I had a phone call. Jack, go take a number.”

The boxer scowled at Trey a moment before walking away to Smiley’s office, muttering, “I’m the damn secretary now?”

“He had no right!” Trey yelled again. “This is my time!”

“This is my gym,” Smiley said, advancing, and though far less imposing than any of the rest of us, he slowly backed Trey into the wall. “And,” Smiley added, “I make the decisions. I run the  show. That means I’m interruptible, even if you were actually paying me for this lesson.”

Trey screwed up his face again and took a deep breath but Smiley continued. “You heard me. Your brother helped me out a few years ago and you’re the way I decided to repay the favor. But I can decide against you at any time. So change your attitude.”

“But—”


“Change it. Something inside you got to get out? I give you plenty of outlet here. There’s no reason for this bullshit. I’m on your side, but I’d just as well not be. I got enough guys to take care of. I don’t got to waste my free time. Lesson over. Now get the hell outta here. Come back when you’re interested in learning something.”

Smiley walked away and Trey glared after him.

The captive audience scattered, and the noise and sweating resumed.

“Well,” I said.

Not-Rocky chuckled. “Idiot kid.”

“We’ve been there,” I reminded him. “Some more recently than others.” I kept my eyes on Trey though, and watched him flatten out. He remained upright, leaning against the wall, but the nasty, hungry thing inside him had perished. He gazed straight ahead at nothing and nodded once or twice, as if now being coached by an invisible mentor. His eyes were familiar. Eerily familiar, dead eyes.

“Sure you don’t want to go?” Not-Rocky asked me, and I peeled my stare off Trey to focus on my buddy.

“Nah, thanks. Just the bag for me today. Let off a little steam.”

“What steam do you got to let off? Didn’t you quit working?”

“No. I took a leave of absence.”

“Whatever.”

“It’s not ‘whatever,’ it’s temporary.” I sat up for the last time and reached into my bag, pulling out a Band-Aid and a bacterial wipe. “Sit still,” I told him. I cleaned the cut on his chin and smoothed the bandage over it.
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