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  Dedication


This book is dedicated to everyone who has gone through Hell and managed to make it to the other side. 


Never give up.
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  Chapter One


To me, the world was a strange place from the moment I came out of the womb. You see, I was born in our bathtub. My mother didn’t do this for any moral or philosophical reasons; we just didn’t have the money for her to go to a hospital. Needless to say, a professional midwife wasn’t in our budget either, so she got one of her friends to help with the delivery. I don’t remember any of this, obviously, but at that moment I could feel the sensation of my umbilical cord being severed. Of course, I wouldn’t have understood such a feeling. So, much like later in life, I just cried. 
I couldn’t see much of anything, with the limitation of my newborn eyes, and I had no idea where I was or what was going on. My mother was a married woman, but my father was nowhere to be found when I was born. I had no way of knowing the circumstances to which I would be subjected, and for the first few years of my life I had very limited understanding of what was going on around me. My mind was not able to create lengthy memories, and the only world I knew was the one directly in front of me.
There was a lot going on in the apartment during those first years, though I couldn’t comprehend it. My mother had good values but lacked self-worth. During her life, she developed a pattern of connecting with unstable men. She firmly believed that she wasn’t worthy of a healthy relationship, and her track record proved that. My father was no exception to this pattern, though he did have the ability to present as compassionate and caring in the right circumstances.
My father had a problem with binge using crack cocaine, and he was in the middle of a binge at the time of my birth. Once he got started on the drug, he often kept it going for days at a time. My mother stopped trying to intervene when this cycle started. On the rare occasion that she tried, it usually ended with my father getting physically aggressive and putting an end to her “nagging.”
My father worked as a welder and earned a respectable wage when he was able to stay sober long enough to go to work every day. My mother left her job as an accountant when she discovered she was pregnant with me. She was at home on bed rest for a few months before I was born. It seemed I created complications even before I knew I existed. Regardless, my mother still made me her number one priority, even before she was able to hold me in her arms. These were all things I couldn’t comprehend in the first few years of my life.
My awareness of social status was non-existent. To most, however, my family would have been labeled lower class. We lived together in a small apartment in an area of the city largely controlled by gang activity. The building itself would likely have been condemned if anyone had cared enough to inspect it. I found bliss in my ignorance as a small child, and things were easy to grow accustomed to, especially with no comparison.
The more I grew, the more I started to understand. But my mother always did everything she could to protect me from the ugliness in the world. Especially the ugliness in our own home. When my father hit her, she always told me that she’d had an accident of some sort. When he stayed away for days at a time using drugs, she usually said he was off on a business trip. These were the types of things I just got used to, and it never even crossed my mind to question the word of my mother.
When I was about four years old, my father suddenly disappeared, and he stayed gone longer than usual. My mother told me he had gone away for a while to visit family. I was still too young to really understand. Even if my mother had told me the truth, there was no way it would have made any sense to me anyway. Later, I learned that my father had been arrested for robbing a woman at gunpoint. Consequently, he was sent to the penitentiary for two years.
Even though I didn’t know the truth about where he was, I couldn’t help but notice that home life was a lot more stable for the first year my father was away. My mother continued to make me her sole focus, devoting all her love and attention to me and my needs. Life became much simpler. But as this slowly became my new normal, I almost completely forgot how things were before my father disappeared.
As life at home with my mother improved, things for my father got much worse. He had a family connection with a local street gang called the Octo Locos. The gang was founded on Eighth Street, hence the name. To some, they may sound like a bunch of kids, but, in truth, they had evolved into a powerful organization since their inception. One of the original five members was my father's brother, who went by the name Fiver.
My uncle's real name was Maxwell, but I only ever heard it used when we were in a family setting. He called himself Fiver in relation to a slang term used for a large vial of hash oil. In his early days, this was the main drug he sold on the streets. Fiver was my father’s connection to the drug world. And after my father got locked up, my uncle also ended up becoming his source of protection inside.
My father had never been seen as a man of integrity, and this reputation followed him to prison. Making friends wasn’t exactly his strong suit. My mother would send him money, but the older I became the more I needed, and we no longer had my father’s income. My mother started to send less and less money because we just didn’t have it. She didn’t figure it was a big deal because my father had lied and told her the money was just going to commissary and the occasional treat of contraband.
The reality was that the woman my father had robbed was a cousin of a rival gang of the Octo Locos, and they were far from pleased with his actions. My father had survived his first year in prison by paying protection money to a gang member to whom my uncle had introduced him. Once the cash started slowing down, my father found himself unable to keep up with his payments. After lying about it for an entire year, he couldn’t bring himself to tell my mother what he really needed the money for, or how important it was to his survival.
He became desperate and decided that he would cut a deal with the Locos to avoid losing his protection. He knew he was dead without it. I was still too young to understand  what  was  happening,  and  the  bags  of unlabeled white powder that would show up at our house every week to be stored weren’t something that I particularly noticed. I was getting a bit older, and it was around this time that my uncle started to become a more significant person in my life.
While my father was still away, my uncle often stopped in to check on my mother and me. I had no idea my mother was being used by the gang to store high volumes of cocaine that were waiting to be sold. My mother had valid fears of my father, and when he asked her to store some things at the house, she didn't question it. She simply allowed these shipments to be brought in and avoided asking any questions. My mother wasn’t stupid; she had a good idea what was in the bags. She figured it was a temporary thing, but soon the first load became the twelfth load. And they just kept coming.
After a few months, my mother purchased a pistol. She kept it right beside her bed in the nightstand. I remember picking it up one day and playing with it, and when she caught me, she started freaking out. I remember her words when she snatched it from my hands:
“Don’t you ever touch that again! Understand?”
That was probably the rawest emotion I had ever seen from her. It stuck out even more because it had been directed at me.
During the second year my father was away, things felt pretty normal. Except for weekly visits from gang members, of course, and the large quantities of narcotics being hidden in our home. My mother did her best to shelter me from any knowledge of this. If I ever tried to ask about what was going on, she always had an impressive way of talking in circles and making it seem like she gave me an answer. I figured all the people coming and going were just friends of my uncle. He was coming over more often, too, and always seemed happy to see me. He either brought me toys or surprised me with some donuts or bags of candy.
When my father was released from prison and returned home, the atmosphere changed almost immediately. He had been replaced at work following his arrest, so he didn’t have a job waiting for him. Having already established a source of income by harboring drugs for his brother’s gang, he decided to put off the job search. Why look for work when the cash was already coming in and he didn’t have to labor for it?
While he was inside, my mother did well at keeping the process organized and functional. But my father was greedy. Instead of leaving the agreement as it was, he figured more risk meant more money. I remember hearing my parents argue a lot back then, but even when I did hear bits of what they were talking about, it didn’t make any sense to me. My mother wanted my father to go back to work and stop everything with the gang. My father wanted the opposite, as he was enjoying not having to bother with a full-time job.
My father usually got his way, and this was no exception. We started storing larger amounts of drugs, and now and then I would see guns brought in. I didn’t know it at the time, but these weapons had often been used in crimes. The gang kept them at our house so the perpetrators wouldn’t be caught with them while the police investigated. Others were just being sold to be used on the street, mostly for protecting drug territory. My mother became more and more anxious, and although she feared my father, she did try to voice her concerns for my safety. But my mother’s attempts at objection only resulted in her having more accidents. She had frequent black eyes and other noticeable injuries. Every time I saw her bleeding, I tried to find out what happened. But she would invariably say it wasn’t a big deal, that I didn’t need to worry. I remember I was about five years old around that time and just starting school.
As far as I was concerned, I lived in a happy and productive household. But I had no idea what was actually going on around me. My mother did her best to make sure that I never did. I foolishly believed her injuries were all accidents, and I didn’t understand the constant risk that my father’s dealings posed. That was how it was for two years. And it was made considerably worse by my father’s ongoing struggle with drug use. Though he should have been satisfied with what he had, he always wanted more.






  
  Chapter Two


My eighth birthday was a day I would never forget. My mother did everything she could to make the day feel special. She hung balloons and baked a cake. Even though she didn’t have a lot of her own money, she bought me a cowboy set. Once I’d torn away all the wrapping paper I was filled with excitement. It came complete with a plastic pistol and hat and even a little sheriff’s badge. My uncle bought me a video game system. It didn’t bring me the same instant happiness as my mother’s gift. I knew it was expensive, but I felt it didn’t have much thought put into it. After all, I had never expressed any interest in video games. 
The day began quite nicely. I was allowed to have a few friends over from school, and we played games and spent time together. My friends all left in the afternoon, after cake and presents. I felt certain the day would wind down like any other. It likely would have, too, but my father had gotten himself into a predicament. Of course, I didn’t know that, and for most of the day he didn’t either. Over the years, my father not only continued using crack, but his tolerance went up significantly. He always seemed to need more. Over time, he got himself into the habit of taking a little out of the gang’s supply and replacing it with a baby laxative. He figured they looked similar enough that it would go unnoticed. He would then cook the cocaine to produce his own crack. For a while, he took small enough amounts that it didn’t raise any alarms. But my father was never satisfied and could never be happy with a good thing. Again, he started getting greedy and stealing more and more at a time. Soon enough, the buyers began receiving complaints from their customers. This fell back on my uncle, who was naturally very angry with my father. On this particular day, Fiver had received a call from the buyer. My father had taken three ounces of the pure cocaine, and with suspicions already on the rise, the buyers did a purity test. Needless to say, they demanded their money back.
Fiver may have been ruthless, but he was a businessman. He placed the barrel of his pistol against my father’s head.
“Here’s the deal,” he said, “the only reason I haven’t pulled this trigger yet is because you’re my brother.”
Though my father tried to act tough, he knew he had reason to be scared.
“Max, you know I don’t have anything worth that much money. What do you want me to do?”
When my uncle heard me coming into the room, he quickly put his gun back in his pants. As soon as I got near them, I could feel them both staring at me. My uncle looked back at my father.
“I think you do have something worth that much money.”
As he said this, both he and my father trained their eyes on me. I took his statement as a compliment and smiled.
My father got a look on his face that I wasn’t used to seeing. It almost seemed like he felt sad or remorseful. This made me a little uneasy, but I couldn’t quite figure out why. He looked over at my uncle.
“How long?”
“Hour of work,” Fiver said with a smile, “plus driving time.”
My father replied almost immediately: “Do it.”
That uneasy feeling continued to grow. I could tell they were talking about me, yet I didn’t get it. I looked to my father for some kind of explanation, but he left the room without even looking in my direction.
Fiver walked up to me and kneeled on the floor. He looked me in the eyes. “Hey sport, did you have a good birthday? You liked my gift?”
“I did,” I replied, trying to smile. “Thank you.”
He nodded. “Okay, good. Look, I know it’s late, but I need you to come with me for a little bit.”
My stomach tightened. “Where are we going?” He stood up. “I promise you’ll be home soon.”
I swallowed hard. My uncle had never done anything bad to me before, so I figured I should ignore the strange feelings and just trust him. I looked up at him as I put my shoes on. “I just wanna let my mom know I’m going.”
He stopped me. “Don’t worry, sport, your dad already knows. He’ll make sure your mom knows, too.”
Fiver was an adult and I had already decided to trust him, so I finished with my shoes and followed him out to his black SUV. I got in the passenger seat and waited. I noticed him outside on his phone, and after a minute he got in.
“Don’t forget to buckle up,” he told me. I nodded and fastened my seatbelt.
He made some small talk as we drove, nothing notable until he asked, “Hey, sport, have you ever kissed a girl before?”
At my age, the question itself made me grimace. “Kissing girls is gross.”
Fiver nodded. “Yeah, for little kids it’s gross. But things are different when you become an adult.”
I stared at him, feeling confused.
“As of today,” he continued, “you’re an adult. You will be meeting up with someone who may want to kiss you.”
The tight feeling in my stomach suddenly returned. “I don't want to kiss anyone.”
“Don’t worry, kid,” he said, smiling, “you’ll be fine.” We turned into the parking lot of a hotel. My first impression was that it looked rundown and cheap. Some of the letters from the neon sign were burned out, others blinking on and off. The place was obviously not taken care of. I didn’t realize it was the kind of place that charged by the hour, the kind of place where people met with hookers or did drugs.
Fiver looked over at me. “Alright, we’re here. Be cool.”
I had no idea what we were doing at a place like this, but my stomach started feeling worse, like it was twisting in circles.
Fiver opened his door and stepped out of the SUV. He immediately pulled out his phone and started texting. Moments later, his phone made a dinging sound. He looked at its screen and then motioned for me to follow him. I was now very reluctant, though I also knew I was supposed to listen to him. I slowly got out of the vehicle. I followed him through the front entrance, and the clerk at the front desk squinted a little when he saw me. He was looking at me as though he was upset that I was there. He looked over at my uncle.
“Really, Max?” he asked.
My uncle extended his arms at his sides and gave the man a half-smile. “Hey, man, we’re just here for a visit.” He motioned for me to follow him, and we proceeded past the desk and into the establishment. The hallway was dim and narrow, and everything about the place had the same feel as our apartment. The kind of atmosphere that felt like no matter how much you cleaned it, it would always look and feel dirty. The numbers on the doors changed as we walked, some of them barely affixed to the wood, hanging upside down by what was left of their screws.
Fiver stopped in front of room seventeen. Before reaching for the handle, he paused and crouched in front of me. “Okay, now when we go in there, you do whatever this guy asks you to do. Understand?”
Unsure how to respond, I just nodded.
My uncle smiled. “Good. Now just so you know, everything that may happen in there is perfectly natural. When you’re done, you will be just fine. You will officially be an adult.”
I was now filled with anxiety and concern. I had the distinct feeling that something bad was going to happen. I told myself that my uncle would never put me in danger. I also remind myself that my father knew where I was, and he surely wouldn’t let anything bad happen to me.
Fiver tapped three times on the door before opening it and motioning for me to follow him inside. The room was dirty, and the flowered paper was peeling from almost every wall. Though the window blinds were pulled all the way down, they were badly damaged and looked like someone had once tried to crawl right through them. The room itself smelled musty and stale, and the carpet was covered in stains of various colors and shapes.
As soon as we were in the room, a man approached us. I could instantly feel his eyes all over me. He made me uncomfortable just by being there. He had a receding hairline and a long wiry mustache with stubble on the rest of his face. He wore thick eyeglasses and a white tank top. I still had no idea what was expected of me, but the feeling in my stomach continued to intensify. The man walked over to me, and I inhaled the smell coming from him. I couldn’t quite place it, but it reminded me of old cheese.
The man looked at my uncle with a slanted smile. “Wow, Fiver, you weren't kidding.”
Something about the look on his face when he said this, combined with his crooked yellow teeth, sent chills up my spine.
My uncle nodded. “Yeah, we only deliver quality product. I’ll be back in an hour, so make sure he’s ready to go.”
The stranger just kept smiling that strange yellow smile.
Before leaving, my uncle kneeled in front of me. “This will be over soon. Remember, this is a totally natural thing, and you need to do whatever this man asks.”
I still had no concept as to what I could possibly do for this weird old man, but I tried to remind myself that I could trust my uncle. I was starting to feel petrified and somewhat  nauseated.  My  feelings  intensified as  I watched my uncle leave the room. My stomach began to tighten as I heard the door close behind him.
Once he was gone, the stranger sat on the bed and used his hand to pat the mattress beside him. This was clearly a gesture for me to go and sit down there. I hesitated. He responded by smiling again, patting the mattress a bit faster now.
“Come on, young fella. Come sit by me.”
I was very afraid now, but I knew I was supposed to do as I was told. Without words, I went and sat on the bed. Within a few moments he was groping and kissing me, and I felt like I was going to vomit. It was around that time that I felt myself separate from my body. I was still physically in that room, with that man, but my mind went somewhere else entirely. We were together for nearly an hour, but it felt like an eternity. This man was doing things to me that I didn't even understand. I periodically became aware of what was happening to my physical body, but it was never long before my mind managed to slip back into oblivion, blocking out the horrific details.
At one point, a loud knock on the door brought me back to reality. The man’s hands left my body, and he stood up from the bed.
“Well,” he said, “I guess that means our time together is over. All good things must come to an end, eh buddy?” He started walking toward the bathroom. “You might as well get yourself dressed.”
It was difficult for me to complete the simple task of putting my clothes back on. Within moments, I could hear the shower running in the bathroom. I had just managed to get myself fully dressed when my uncle finally opened the door and entered.
Seeing him standing there caused mixed feelings. I was angry that he brought me to that place. But I also felt so sad that seeing a familiar face was comforting. I looked to him for some type of salvation, though I had no idea what to say. The whole thing didn’t make any sense to me. Why would a man want to do that with a child? Did my uncle know what that man was going to do to me? To someone else looking at the situation, it would have likely been obvious that my uncle knew exactly what had happened, and that he had set it up.
Perhaps I was naïve, but I couldn't bring myself to believe that my uncle would do such a thing to me on purpose. I expected him to comfort me or something. So I was a bit confused when he didn’t show any real concern at all, even though I looked like I had just gone through hell. He just looked down at me and asked, “Are you ready to go, kid?”
All I could do was nod my affirmation. I had so many questions, yet part of me was afraid to find out what the answers might have been.
Before leaving the room, my uncle went and banged on the bathroom door.
“Hey!” he yelled to the man inside. We’re leaving!” He waited for the door to open.
The man finally stuck out his head and handed my uncle a large stack of money. Before disappearing into the bathroom again, he leered at me. He still looked frightening, even without his glasses. “Hope to see you again real soon, boy,” he said by way of parting.
This comment made me throw up a bit in my mouth. But I swallowed the flood of stomach juices and food chunks before it could fall to the ground and add another stain to the carpet.
I followed Fiver back down the hallway. Though I was observing the same surroundings as I had on the way in, everything looked different somehow. I couldn’t focus on a single thought or feeling. I could only understand one thing at that moment—I wanted to see my mother. I also wanted to cry.
We passed by the desk clerk again. He gave me another sympathetic look, only this time it made a lot more sense. My uncle and I remained in silence as we made our way back out to the parking out and his waiting SUV.
I began to walk a little faster when we got outside, eager to get away from that place. I opened the door and climbed inside. I wanted to cry again when I sat in the passenger seat and instantly felt pain in my back end. My uncle got in the driver’s side, and I tried to make it obvious that I was hurting, hoping he might offer an explanation. He did take notice.
“Look, little man, I’m sure you’re probably a bit upset, but you should feel proud. You just saved your father’s life.”
This offered me no comfort, mostly because I had no idea how this had anything to do with my father.
“Here’s the thing though, sport,” Fiver went on, “what you just did was against the law.”
Though I looked at him what confusion, he continued.
“So, if you tell anyone about it, including your mom, you’ll be arrested and taken to jail. You’ll never see her again. Understand?”
The feelings that came over me as he spoke were equally confusing. I never would have gone with him if I had known I would be breaking the law. I couldn’t understand how I was now somehow a criminal, yet I felt as if I had just been violated. I wasn't sure what to say, but before I could figure it out, he started talking again.
“Look, you don't need to feel bad about what you did, everyone breaks the law at some point in their life. You just have to keep quiet about it.”
I felt like he was almost trying to comfort me, and I started feeling like the entire situation was somehow my fault.
The drive home wasn’t far, but it was a bit of a blur for me. I was still trying to figure out what had just happened, and what it had to do with my father. Fiver pulled up to the curb next to my apartment. Before we got out, he put his hand on my shoulder. His touch made me cringe. He looked me in the eyes.
“Now remember, you don’t say a word about this to anyone, especially your mother. If you tell her, or anyone else finds out, you will be arrested and taken to jail. You’ll never see any of them again.”
I tried to nod, and I think he saw it.
He followed me inside. My father met us at the door. I was expecting something from him. Not sure what, but something. Even though I was obviously upset, he just looked at me and said, “Go to bed.”
I wanted desperately to see my mother. But I was afraid if I did, I would start crying again. She would push me to tell her what was wrong, and I couldn’t lie to her. Instead, I followed my father’s directions and went right to my room. On my way there I could hear Fiver talking to my father.
“Alright, your debt has been paid. If you ever need some quick cash in the future, just give the word and I’ll set it up.”
Those words echoed through my mind, and they continued to haunt me as I tried to sleep. All I could think of was that creepy man and what he’d said: Hope to see you again soon.
I almost threw up again.
I lay in my bed for hours after that, trying desperately to shut off my mind. Whenever I closed my eyes, visions of the night’s events flashed through my head like vivid movie clips. Eventually, I heard my parents going to bed too. All I could think about was my uncle telling me I had somehow saved my father’s life. My father had something to do with this. The more I thought about it, the angrier I became. I wanted to hurt him or make him tell me the truth. But I was so young and powerless.
I looked down at the cowboy gear my mother had bought me for my birthday, picking up the plastic pistol. I held it in my hands, just staring at it, imagining that it was a real weapon. I felt myself consumed by anger and on the verge of losing control. I left my bedroom and slowly walked down the hall toward my parents’ room. I gently pushed the door open and could see their silhouettes in the moonlight.
I pointed the plastic pistol at my father and began pulling the trigger. Even though the gun was just a toy, I couldn't stop. I wanted to yell out, to demand answers, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I must have pulled the trigger on that pistol at least fifty times until my mother woke up.
“What in the world are you doing?” she asked, her voice heavy with sleep.
Suddenly, I snapped out of my daze. But I still couldn’t get myself to say anything. I just stared at her, wishing I could tell her what was going on. With no feedback from me, my mother reached out and took the pistol.
“It’s far too late to be playing with toys. You can have it back in the morning.”
My father pretended he was sleeping. I could tell that he was awake, though. Still, he didn’t say a word about what had just happened. My mother walked me back to my room and opened my door. I climbed into bed, and she pulled the blankets over me. Then she kissed me on the forehead.
“I know you had a lot of fun today with your friends, but it’s time to go to sleep.”
I had almost forgotten that my friends had even come over. I had almost forgotten it was my birthday. Not wanting to alarm her, I simply nodded. She left the room, closed the door behind her. All I could do was hope that I could fall asleep, and that things would somehow be better in the morning.






  
  Chapter Three


When I woke the next day, I had a surreal feeling. Had those things actually happened? Was it some kind of horrible dream? I heard my mother calling from the kitchen. 
“Breakfast, sweetie. Up and at ‘em.”
When I climbed out of bed, the pain and discomfort I felt served as an immediate reality check. If the pain was real, then the memories of why I felt it were real too. My uncle really had taken me to that hotel, and my father had let him.
My mother prepared some toast and eggs, which I normally would have been happy to eat. This day was different, though. For the first time in a long time, I had no appetite for breakfast. My mother watched me move the food around on my plate, and she could clearly tell something was going on with me.
“You all right, sweetie? You love toast and eggs.”
I wanted so badly to tell her everything, but I was expeditiously reminded of Fiver's words: Don’t say a word about this to anyone, especially your mother. If you tell her, or anyone else finds out, you will be arrested and taken to jail.
My mother was all I really had, and I didn't want to risk losing her. I tried my best to eat some eggs.
“I’m okay, Mom. Just a bit tired,” I said, giving her a forced smile.
She seemed to take my word for it, but I could tell she was still worried.
Before I left for school, I went back to my room and picked up the hat from the cowboy set she had given me. It looked a bit ridiculous, like an exaggerated movie prop. I wasn't really into the whole cowboy thing, but that wasn't the point. To me, this was a way of having my mother close to me throughout the day, and that was a very comforting thought. I wasn’t sure how I would face the day with what had happened the night before, but I hoped something that reminded me of her might help.
I left the house to catch my bus, but I couldn’t get my mind off what happened in that hotel. I felt so angry. I was angry with my uncle, angry with my father, and angry with myself. My bus arrived and I climbed the steps with my head down. I made my way to the back where I usually sat. We were only driving for about five minutes when another kid started making fun of me for my cowboy hat.
“Nice hat, dork,” he said with a snarky tone wrapped in prepubescent venom. “You look like a baby. Mommy buy that for you?”
It wasn’t even the names he called me; it was the mention of my mother that caused me to lash out without thinking. I wasn't a very strong kid, but the anger and pain festering in me from the night before all came out at once…in a single punch.
I smashed the kid right in the nose. Blood started to pour out all over the vinyl bus seat. He seemed shocked when he saw it was coming from him. He ran to the bus driver to tell on me. And I assumed the driver instructed him to stay at the front because he never came back. Then the driver made a call on his radio, and the bus became silent for the rest of the trip. When we finally arrived at the school, the principal was standing near the unloading zone, waiting. I tried to act normal as I got off the bus, but he stepped in front of me as soon as I got close. Before I could say a word, he was already talking.
“Young man, come with me to my office.”
My heart started beating out of my chest. I was petrified. Never had I been to the principal’s office, and I could only guess what was going to happen. The whole time we were walking I could feel the eyes of the other kids staring at me. It felt as though they were watching me get escorted to the electric chair.
Even though some kids were in trouble all the time and probably wouldn’t consider it a big deal, it felt much bigger than that to me. The world seemed entirely surreal, and I couldn’t shake the thought that all the eyes watching me were judging me for what I had done the night before. I felt like a bad person. Confused, hurt, and angry, my mind entertained visions of being taken to jail as I walked with my principal to accept my fate. Logically I knew I was going to be spoken to for hitting that kid, but part of me worried that I would break under the pressure. If I told the truth, explained why I was so angry, I would go to jail and never see my mother again.
We arrived at the office with no words spoken. The principal opened the door and motioned for me to go inside. I nervously entered. He pulled out a chair for me, and I sat. It was facing his desk, clearly put there for such conversations. Without speaking, I sat in the chair and watched as he positioned himself across from me.
“Do you know why you're here?” he asked as though it was nothing more than a casual chat.
I couldn't bring myself to speak so I just nodded. He cleared his throat.
“You are aware that we have a zero-tolerance policy at our school, yes?”
My heartbeat became more rapid as I nodded once more.
He went on.
“So, you are aware that any kind of physical aggression is not permitted on school property, which includes the bus. Right?”
I struggled to hold back tears. “Yes, sir.”
He could tell my mind was elsewhere, I knew it. “You realize that breaking this policy means strict punishment?”
I began focusing on his features as he spoke. He wore a tie with a green geometric pattern, and his face had recently been shaved. He had a small mole on the right side of his chin and dark brown eyes. He seemed to get a bit annoyed by my lack of response.
“You know the other student's parents can press legal charges against you? You may need to talk to the police?” I didn’t know he had already spoken to the other kid’s parents. Nor did I realize he was just saying this to help me see how serious the situation was. As soon as I heard the word "police" my heart began to race, snapping me out of my daze. Now he could tell that he had my full attention. He sighed slightly, with a subtle shake of the head, like he could see my fear.
“Well, I called your mother. She is sending someone to pick you up. You will be suspended from school for four days, and when you come back, you’ll have to sit at the front of the bus for another week. We need to keep you supervised.”
Part of me wanted so badly to tell him why I behaved the way I had, to reach out to an adult for help. I couldn't get myself to speak a word of it, so I just nodded again. The conversation over, he escorted me to a waiting area and pointed
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