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Chapter 
One
MYRA'S HEAD ACHED as she pulled herself up onto the couch. Something warm like melted butter flowed into her right eye, but the stream stung, and her lids wouldn't open. With a tentative touch, she brushed her eyelids with her hand. Blood covered her fingers. Neither panic nor fear steered Myra's thoughts, only logic: Damn, I should try to get my contact out. She held the wall for support and staggered to the bathroom. The harsh, white light from the florescent bulb over the sink made her cringe and brought more pain to the bloody eye. She washed it with water and managed to remove the contact. The bleeding had almost stopped. It was just a slight cut from Gil's Timex. That was his way of being considerate—back-handing her with his left hand. He had never punched her with the full strength of his right arm, just a get-in-line slap with his left.

Her eye cooled with the little irritating piece of plastic finally out of it. She had gotten contact lenses back in college on the advice of Jennie, her sophomore-year roommate. Jennie had been a homely girl, but very popular with the boys. She helped Myra get more involved in social settings, and the first lesson was to lose the thick glasses that Myra had hidden behind since she was four years old. Now, she took the other contact out and opened the medicine chest to get her glasses. They magnified the redness in her eye as she stared into the mirror.

"Gil, why do you get so upset?" she asked her absent husband. "I try to make you happy, but maybe you deserve better."  You said it wouldn't happen again. You said you loved me, and I bring it on myself. How?  Tears rolled down her cheeks before she swiped them away with her sleeve.

The high-pitched ring of the telephone startled her, and for a moment, she wasn't sure what the harsh sound was. She found her way to the bedroom phone on the fourth ring, but the answering machine had already picked up.
"This is Gil Greer," Gil's voice boomed in the tiny room, "leave a message, and I'll call you back."  Then, the nasty, shrill beep ricocheted from the machine and caused Myra to cover her ears.

"Hey, Myra—you too, Gil."  She recognized the warm voice of Topher. "Myra, when you get in, call me. I want to come over and take you to the flea market. I'm looking for a present for Alex, and I need your help. Call me. Bye."
Myra hit the Erase button and sat on the bed, trying not to call Topher back. He couldn't see her with the cut because he'd ask too many questions, come to the wrong conclusions, offer too much advice, and try to save her from herself. He'd confront Gil, maybe even accuse him of something horrible, and then everything would be worse. But despite all the excuses not to see Topher, she wanted to talk to him. She needed to talk to someone, and if, she reasoned, she phoned and told him not to come, he wouldn't see her eye, and they could still talk. He was her confidant, someone to talk to besides Gil, someone to talk with about Gil—and about herself.

Her hand gripped the receiver of the phone.

She dialed Topher's number and waited. The machine answered, and she slammed the receiver back down. "Where did he go so quickly?" she asked the phone beneath her tapping fingers. 
The morning sun streamed through the bedroom window, highlighting swirling dust in its beam, and cobwebs draped the corner behind the door like forgotten party streamers. The small apartment seemed to attract dirt and dust no matter how often she cleaned. On her mental ledger of what a good wife should embody, housekeeping was another of her deficits.

She picked up Gil's clothes and piled them into whites and colors for the wash. September in Charlotte, North Carolina, was a beautiful time of year when the dogwoods grabbed an early start on autumn color, bursting into bright crimson. The fragrant air drifted in the open bedroom window and reminded her of the crisp smell of a high school football field groomed for the first game of the season. Memories of the young boys on the field trying to be heroes in front of the giggling cheerleaders brought relief to her jittery, aching mind.  She folded a pair of Gil's boxers and stared out the bedroom window to the apartment's parking lot. Her neighbor, Laurie, was leaving for work. Surely, Myra thought, she'd been a cheerleader in high school. She had on a white lab coat like a doctor, but in reality, was a cosmetics salesperson for Belk at Southpark Mall. Laurie had always told her that the right skin care regimen would do wonders for her looks. Myra didn't care much for the implication that her skin needed regimental attention, or that her looks needed that much of a boost. Although she knew deep down she wasn't the most beautiful woman, she was honest and tried to do good, and Topher said she was his best friend. She adored Topher, and if he liked her that much, she couldn't be too bad. After all, looks and good skin fade with age, but being a good person lasts a lifetime. She noticed Laurie's lab coat caught in the door of her midnight-blue Honda CRV and watched the white material drag beneath the car until Laurie had driven out of sight.

Myra continued picking up shirts, jeans, and boxers, and piled them into neat mounds on the bed. She stopped and plopped down on the bedspread among piles of laundry as if a ton of clothes had just been dumped onto her shoulders. A swell of sadness hit her like her life had ended and no one mourned for the woman called Myra, long lost, maybe forgotten, then discovered dead. She started to cry. The grief welled up from a deep place in her that had been buried and ignored. She couldn't get her breath. Her stomach pushed the sobs and waves of tears up so hard it hurt. Sliding off the bed, she sat on the matted beige carpet and bawled.

THE DOORBELL RANG and Myra wiped her eyes and looked in the mirror. Her face was splotchy and her eyes red. The cut from Gil's slap still showed, so she pushed her glasses up and pulled her hair down to try to cover it. She looked through the peephole and saw Topher. She hesitated with her hand on the knob. Then he rang the bell again and knocked, so she inhaled, steadied a smile, and opened the door.
"I tried to call you back, but I got your machine," she said.
He kissed her on the cheek and walked to the kitchen for a glass of water—his usual routine.

"I hate the University area. It's so overgrown with shopping centers and bland, suburban restaurants. Traffic gets worse every time I come up here. Damn, it's almost as bad as when you lived down in Pineville. Why do you always end up in this urban sprawl?"
She just watched him move. They had known each other since high school and were comfortable in each other's presence. She knew Topher had something on his mind besides her and Gil's choice of neighborhoods by the way he'd breezed in and started talking nonstop. He had aged well, probably better than she had. At 31, they had now spent more than half their lives together, and she still couldn't take her eyes off his ass as he walked. It always pissed her off that his ass was smaller and so much firmer than hers. In a way, she realized, she was a little jealous of his looks. Yeah, he worked out and she didn't, but as long as she’d known him, Topher had always been tall and well-built. His looks had been what had drawn her to him in the first place. His hair, receding a little now, was black, thick, and full of body. His eyes were ice blue and quick, but still a little shy. She noticed when he was around new people, he had a habit of looking down every few seconds, as if he had a hard time holding their stare, or as if he didn't want them to comment on his eyes, as so many people did. Topher had large hands and feet, and Myra knew what that meant. In fact, she knew he was well endowed, not that she had ever had the pleasure, but she had talked to some girls from high school who had. Even though they had been platonic friends all these years, she still enjoyed looking at him and reveled in the envy of other women's glances when they were together.

"What are you thinking about?"  Topher had his glass of water and stood in front of her, smiling.

Myra shook her head as if to clear the Etch-a-Sketch picture of her and Topher attending Laurie's Christmas party together. When she did, her tossed hair revealed the cut above her eye.

"What the hell happened to your eye?"  He walked over, removed her glasses, and touched her forehead gently.

"I just ran into the door frame when I got up." She created the excuse as it came out of her mouth. "I didn't have my contacts in and my glasses were on the night stand, so I didn't see it."  She held still in Topher's grip as he examined the cut.

"What really happened?" he asked turning her eyes to his.

"It's nothing... Really..." Myra couldn't turn her head because he still held firm, so she looked at the floor. "Just a little cut."
" 'Just a little cut,' my ass," he fumed, and let go of her. "Did that son-of-a-bitch do this to you?  I'll beat the shit out of him. Where is he?"
"Calm down. It was my fault. I forgot to get eggs at the grocery store, so I didn't have any to make his breakfast this morning."  She crossed the room and sat down on the couch. "That's all it was—a little slap, and his watch accidentally cut me."
He walked over to her and sat on the coffee table. He took both her hands and rubbed them with his. "Myra, look at me. This can't go on. If he loved you, he wouldn't do this. You're not safe here. Pack up your things and come to my house—if not for good, then for a couple of nights until you can sort things out."
"He loves me. I know he does." She thought of Gil, calm and enjoying life when they had traveled to Surfside Beach the past July. He fished off the pier while she sat in the sun. She remembered the salty breeze, the warm rough planks of the pier—where Gil carved their names as they waited for a fish to strike. The memory brought back a familiar comfort she had with her husband. "He does love me."
"Then why?" he pleaded. "Why does he treat you like this?  Why do you take it?"
"You just don't understand. We love each other."
"That's a pile of shit, and you know it."  He got up and walked across the room to the sliding glass door to the deck. He rested his head on the doorframe. "What do I have to do to save you?" he said in a weary voice.

"I'm fine. Really. Just let me have some time alone, and when Gil comes back he'll apologize, and things will be back to normal. I'll call you if I need you, but things are fine."
Topher turned to look at her, and she could see his blue eyes welling up with tears. His emotion filled the room. Myra glanced away to try to control herself, but she started crying again. He walked over to her and they held each other for a few minutes. She let go and pushed him away.

"Go on now. I'm okay."
He walked to the door, stopped, and said, "If he hits you again, I'll kill him."
Myra smiled and half laughed, "Thanks, Bubba."
She closed the door behind him, and then cried again.

TOPHER WALKED ACROSS the empty parking lot from Myra's apartment to his Chevy Trailblazer. He got in and sat in the warmth from the harvest sun, staring into space and thinking about what to do next. She had always been low on self-esteem. 
Topher pictured a fifteen-year-old Myra ambling down the hall at John S. Battle High School. She'd had a bit of a weight problem then, and her thick glasses didn't help matters. They had first met in the beginning of their sophomore year when the autumn mountains reflected burnt orange, gold, auburn, jade, black, and maroon on the school windows. That had inspired Topher to do an abstract painting in art class full of the pain and loneliness he felt since his father had left, and he and his mother had moved back to Bristol. Walking down the empty hall in the middle of third period, Topher carried his covered canvas to class.

"Chris," Myra's voice squeaked.

Topher stopped and turned to see pudgy Myra. Her stringy brown hair clung to her round face, and its only hint of body came from where her horn-rimmed glasses held it out of her eyes like little "wings" on either side of her head. It reminded him of blinders on the horses in Central Park.

"I go by Topher, not Chris."  He looked at her lime green painter's pants and yellow sweater. Green and gold were the school colors, and there was a pep rally for the football team that day. Damn, she can't even get the school colors right. "What do you want?" 

She hesitated a little and then smiled shyly and said, "I just wondered what you painted today."
Topher didn't know what to say. No stranger had ever taken an interest in his paintings—even his family and friends hardly noticed them. Stunned by the question, he just stared back at her.

"Have you been painting long?  Gina Rankin..." She rambled. "Do you know Gina?  You see, Gina paints some, and I really like what she does. She paints mostly landscapes and a few portraits. She did one of Mr. Bledsoe, the French teacher, and it really kinda looked like him—if you squint—but she was afraid to show it to him because he might be offended or something."
Topher couldn't help but grin at her uneasiness. "Gina's an idiot," he said and rested the canvas on the toe of his left oxford shoe.
"Well, sometimes."  She laughed. "So, what did you paint?"
He hoisted the canvas up on his knee, pulled back the cover, and watched as her brown eyes scanned the painting. Within the dark, swirling colors of the autumn, Topher had painted a faint outline of two people embracing, not in a loving manner, but in an effort to support each other.

Myra stepped back and straightened her glasses. Her face lost what little color it had.

"It's called 'Dependency.'  I painted it for my mom."  He waited for her response.

"She'll treasure it, for sure."  She started to laugh a little, even though he could tell she tried not to. Topher smiled, trying to repress a laugh too.

BUT HUMOR WASN'T what his mother expressed when she saw Dependency.  

"Why are you always trying to imply something with these paintings?"  Maggie Langston stood in Topher's grandmother's kitchen eating cold fried chicken and mashed potatoes over the sink. Topher watched his mother's face as she surveyed his painting. "Why don't you paint a picture of your grandmother or a bowl of fruit?"
"You just don't understand. I want to show emotion, hurt, pain—something people can relate to."
His grandmother, who had been sitting at the table smoking a cigarette, offered, "Hell, do like your mama said and paint my picture. I can show you pain. I just think about the time your mama ran off with that good-for-nothing father of yours. He took her to New York, and then runs off with an I-talian gal half his age. Now, that's pain."  

"Exactly."  Topher moved the painting to face her. "Can't you see that pain in this?  I'm trying to convey that same story with these images."
"Christopher," his grandmother shook her head, "try to learn a trade."
Maggie sat down next to Grandma, lit a cigarette, and didn't comment. Topher realized mother and daughter were becoming one. Lost was the encouragement Maggie had given him in New York. Could your spouse’s desertion make you so empty? Why had their lives fallen apart just because a man, who was never at home in the first place, left them for good?  Why had that crumpled his mother?

Topher went to his room and lit a joint in the dark. 
"I COULD USE a joint now."  Topher started his Trailblazer and drove out of Myra's parking lot. The vehicle bounced a little as he pulled onto the main road. Soon, he inched down Highway 49 toward downtown Charlotte. He decided to forget the flea market and instead go see Alex because he wanted to talk with someone about Myra—someone who would understand him, someone who could offer compassion, someone he trusted and loved.

Alex lived in Fourth Ward in downtown Charlotte in a small, three-story townhouse. One thing Topher noticed was space: space between people talking, cars in traffic, furniture in rooms, graphics in an ad. The Fourth Ward spaces were very vertical and tight. Alex's townhouse had maybe two rooms on each floor, which meant a lot of space wasted on stairs. The bottom floor was a bedroom and bath, the middle floor was the main entrance, with dining room, kitchen, and small den, and the top floor had another bedroom and bath. This space reminded him of a castle tower where fair maidens were imprisoned for being too beautiful or too loved. But this castle tower had a view. The front looked out to the city skyline, and the back looked over Fourth Ward Park. Topher had to admit, he liked to lie in Alex's bed and see the lights of the Bank of America building looming over him. It gave him a feeling of New York in his childhood.

The city lights were good for a short stay, but he would always crave getting back to his own house, a house he had bought on the west side of town, in the woods where he could paint and sit on his deck to listen to the wind and the geese flying south. No traffic, no sirens, no noise from neighbors on the other side of a shared wall—just a place of silence, calm, and contentment.

Topher pulled in next to Alex's BMW and bounded up the steps to the door. He hated to drop in without calling.
"Hey, come in."  Alex greeted him and held the door open. "I thought you were going to Myra's."
Topher smiled at what a handsome man Alex was. He stood in front of him in a Hugo Boss shirt and Brooks Brother's khakis with Kenneth Cole loafers—no socks. If there was ever a man who could wear a name brand, it was Alex. His hair was a perfect light brown wave to his right, and his wire-rimmed glasses made him look like a prep school boy. He had the same build as Topher, which worked out well because if they moved in together, they would each double their wardrobe options. But their styles were so different that neither ever attempted to borrow any clothes from the other.

"Myra wasn't having a good day."
"What happened?  Did her girdle break?"  Alex laughed.

"Not funny."  He knew Alex was a little jealous of the time he spent with Myra. "Gil slapped her and left a cut over her eye."
"Oh, I'm sorry. Is she okay?"
"Yeah, but I just want to kick that redneck's ass all the way back to Darlington."
"It is Saturday and time for the breeders to get frisky."  Alex's joke was lost on Topher as they went back to the den and sat down.

"It just pisses me off that she stands for abuse like that. Of course, she doesn't see it as abuse, just a little argument, like all couples have.  If you ever hit me, this relationship would be over, and I know you feel the same way."
"Don't worry. Let them calm down and work this out. As long as Myra knows you're on her side and support her, she'll be okay."  He reached over and rubbed the back of Topher's neck.

"My Aunt Martha, back in Rocky Mount," Alex said, "went through the same thing. Her husband would get mad and storm around the house until he blew off steam, and then everything was fine. A lot of families work that way. We talked about this before. You do the same thing. You always keep things that bother you inside until you blow up over something little. You're getting better at letting me know when you're mad, but you should understand how Gil feels.  He's acting like men are brought up to act: don't show emotions, don't get mad over little things, don't communicate. Then it all comes out in a big fight over nothing." He closed his explanation with, "I do it, and so do you."
Topher considered it. "But, the difference is we have an argument that never results in violence. Why does Gil feel the need to slap her?"
"He's proving his dominance over her."  Alex stood up and paced as if he was making a crucial point in court. "With two men, a physical fight is too even for one to always be dominant. Dominance is determined by intellectual, emotional, sexual, or maybe economical comparisons, or sometimes dominance shifts depending on the situation—like with us. But with a man and woman, the man will always get the upper hand by resorting to the physical. We know that Myra can out-think Gil. Slapping her is his way to show he's the leader in the relationship."
"You should have been a psychologist instead of a lawyer."
"Attorneys have to be psychologists sometimes. Now, I have to finish some paperwork at the office. I was just on my way out. What time do you want to come over tonight?  I thought we'd walk to Alexander Michael's for dinner and maybe rent a movie."
"Okay, okay, I know when I'm being thrown out."  Topher walked back toward the door with Alex following him.

"We can talk more about this tonight. Don't worry. Myra will be okay."
"Thanks... I really love you."  Topher waited for his response.

"Thanks. Now go, and I'll see you tonight."  Alex closed the door.

After nine months of dating, Alex had never said what Topher wanted to hear. The first time Topher had taken the risk of telling his feelings, Alex had said he was not quite ready to say he loved him too, but he was "very close."  Now, all Alex would do is smile or say thanks. Topher's tires squealed as he tore out of the parking lot—partly from anger and partly from sadness.

Why can't he love me?  Topher drove toward home, fighting tears. The questions fired through his mind:  What am I not doing?  What more does he need?  Am I not successful enough?  Attractive enough?  Smart enough? He fished a pack of Marlboro Lights from his glove compartment and clinched a cigarette between his teeth, forgetting to light it. Why can't two people be in love at the same time?

How many times had he settled for someone just because they were crazy about him and he felt indifferent?  Names and faces came running back to him—girls in high school and college, guys that were so handsome he felt lucky they had chosen him. But he had felt nothing for them. Myra had had a crush on him through high school and he knew it, but they worked it into a close friendship, although she would still make comments that made him wonder if she still thought she could change him and make him a suburban husband. His thoughts flowed back to Alex. Was that how Alex thought of him?  Someone to date until the true prince rode up to the Fourth Ward castle tower to rescue him from boredom and settling for lovers that mark time?
Emptiness gnawed at him. He threw the unlit, but chewed, cigarette out the window. Thoughts of a loving Alex and the good times they had helped to calm him down. As he drove, he pictured Alex with him in the woods, gathering firewood for the coming winter, knowing and loving each other to such a depth that no words needed to be exchanged; glances and gestures conveyed more meaning than any spoken statement could. 
Jets, seemingly in slow motion, hovered across the highway as they lined up with the airport runway. There had been a time when Topher wished he was on one, flying away from Charlotte, but he could never decide where to go. But now, his life felt right—almost. By the time he returned home, he had resolved the conflict in his mind. Alex cared about him, but wasn't yet in love. All he had to do was love and support him and Alex's love would eventually come.
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