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For Tamia, who was my savior more times than I can count and Sumitra, who saw through the façade everyone else fell for.
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I sat on the couch trying to figure out what to do. What to say. How to say it. I had to summon up every ounce of strength to mumble, “Mom?”

She turned around and snarled, “What, Ebony?”

I flinched at the tone in her voice but continued on. “Do you remember after I’d spend the night at someone’s house, when I came home, you would ask if anything happened?”

“Yes,” she said hesitantly as a look of worry came over her face.

I looked down. I couldn’t look her in the eyes as I said it. “Can you ask me that now?” I pleaded.

It was a few seconds before she asked, “Did anything happen?”

“Yes.” I said, my heart breaking a little more.
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Six Years Later

There is a deep, aching pain that fills me with darkness and gnaws away at any moment that might give me a taste of happiness. At times, I feel empty. A hollowed-out shell of who I used to be. Other times, shame, anger, and sadness course through me like the blood in my veins, making it hard to breathe, hard to even be.  

But apparently my smile seems real enough. My laugh must ring authentic because no one sees through my façade. So here I stand, in the school hallway, laughing at all the right times, while inside I feel like a rotting, festering corpse.

“You ready to go to science, Ebony?” Ashley asks me.

“Yeah, sure.” I say, shifting my backpack higher on my shoulder.

I find myself, once again, asking myself why I’m friends with her. We’d had a project together freshman year and I’d thought she was funny. But I very soon realized a friendship with Ashley consisted of her telling me every possible thing about herself, but her having no problem not knowing a damn thing about me. She knows nothing of my home life or family. She never asks why I hardly ever go anywhere. She never asks anything about me at all.

She talks about her latest date from the weekend and what she did over Christmas break as we walk through the halls. I nod, wishing I could even think about going on a date. But that won’t happen. The thought alone fills me with anxiety and apprehension. Science class and the rest of the day passes in a blur. 

When I get on the school bus, I go to the very last seat and put my backpack beside me. I take out my earbuds and as I’m putting them in I hear,

“Can I sit here?”

“Nope.” I respond, then start a song.

I don’t even look up to see who asked, because whoever it was, I don’t want them next to me. I alternate between Numb by Linkin Park and I’m So Sick by Flyleaf for the ride, which is what I need to prepare for being at home.

Every step towards my house makes the heaviness in my chest worsen. I get fifteen minutes of silence before my mom and siblings come home. I hear Lincoln and Harris arguing over who gets to watch the TV first before Mia starts calling out for me. I walk out of my room and hug her before she goes to the dining room table to do her homework. As is usual for my mom, she greets me with a criticism.

“That’s what you wore today?” She scowls at my outfit.

Nothing I wear is girly enough for her. Years ago, when I let her pick my clothes, they couldn’t be too tight. Now, apparently, they shouldn’t be so loose. I’m wearing a black, fitted T-shirt, but it’s really my black sweatpants that bother her. Half my closet and dresser is filled with dresses and tight jeans she buys in the hope that one day I’ll wear them.

“Yes. This is what I wore, just like I wear sweatpants every other day.” I murmur.

“No boy will ever notice you in those loose pants,” she scolds.

“Good.” I snap. Little does she know, that’s exactly why I wear them. I never want to be noticed again.

“Don’t get smart with me.”

I see Mia watching us from the corner of her eye and decide to walk away from the conversation before it gets worse. “I’m going to do my homework.” 

I go to my bedroom where a dark-blue blanket hangs over my window to block out any light. Just like most days, I do my homework by the light of my laptop and as soon as I’m done, I climb under my covers and go to sleep. It’s the only way to escape the pain.

I feel someone tugging me awake. Mia is telling me to come and eat. It feels like every muscle in my body protests getting up. My legs feel like they weigh a thousand pounds as I drag them to the edge of the bed. I know this feeling well, just like I know it’ll continue to get worse until I have to use all my energy to get out of bed at all. 

At the table, I sit with my brothers and sister, but I feel so apart from them, from everything. They talk about their friends and favorite shows, but I have nothing to add. Their normalcy only goes to prove to me, day after day, how different we are.

All the while, I feel my mother’s eyes on me and this just annoys me more. When I needed her to see me, truly see me, she had no sight. So why look at me now? It’s too late.

When I get up to leave the table, Mia comes around the table to hug me.

“Are you going to sleep again?” she asks.

When she pulls back and looks at me, I nod. Her eyes grow sad and I hate that I make her so unhappy, especially when she is the single ray of light in my world.

“Goodnight.” she says softly.

I kiss her forehead. “Goodnight.”

I enter my pitch-black room and go to close my door when I hear Mia ask, “Aren’t you afraid of how dark it is in there?”

I turn around and offer her a small smile. “It’s not the dark you need to be afraid of. Goodnight, Mia.”

She’s too innocent to know monsters don’t wait until it’s dark to hurt you. I set Breathe Me by Sia to repeat on my laptop and climb back into bed. I just wish I’d never wake up.
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But I do wake up, again and again. I’ve somehow gone through four days, with barely any effort on my part, and now it’s Friday. It’s the last period of the school day. The two people sitting behind me whisper loudly about their weekend plans. Weekends to me mean sleeping, cleaning during the day, and watching my brothers and sister while my mom goes out on Saturday night.

“This project is worth a fourth of your marking period grade.” Mr. DeMarco declares.

My head snaps up as I realize the history teacher has just assigned us a project and I have no idea what it is. He always has us work in pairs for projects, which has me internally groaning. He’s a great teacher, but I really hate when he does that.

“Now, this project will have to be worked on outside of school. It’s due next Friday, so get started as soon as possible.” he continues, as he hands out a paper outlining what the project is.

He rattles off the pairs and when I hear, “Ebony Sealy and Luke Turner,” my heart sinks. Everyone knows Luke is one of the biggest assholes in the school. Out of all the people, why did I have to get paired with him? The bell rings and as I’m packing up my notebook and history book, I see Luke coming my way out the corner of my eye.

“Hey, Ebony.” He smirks. “So, you wanna meet at my house for the project?” 

I scoff. “Yeah, that’s not happening. We can meet in the library on Monday after school.”

“It’ll be easier to just use my laptop at home. Easier to find the poems and stuff.” 

“I already know what poem I’m using.”

The assignment is to pick a poem, find art to match it, and present them. I don’t really get why we need a partner for this project, but I know if I ask Mr. DeMarco, he’ll tell me the same answer he’s given me every other time I’ve asked. “It builds relationships and helps you learn to work with others, in preparation for the real world.”

“I’m using Caged Bird by Maya Angelou.” I continue.

It’s a poem I read in sixth grade after reading the author’s book in Language Arts class. The poem so perfectly described the way I felt, and still feel, that I memorized every word the same day I first read it. I can clearly see he’s never heard of it. What a shocker. I put my backpack on my shoulder and go around him.

“I’ve got to catch my bus. Pick a poem over the weekend and bring it to the library on Monday.” I say over my shoulder as I leave the classroom.

I get on the bus, quickly put in my earbuds, and set my backpack next to me so no one can sit there. I listen to In My Blood by Shawn Mendes the whole way home. I do my usual routine when I get in the house. Get criticized, homework, sleep, eat, put on music, sleep.

I’m awoken on Saturday morning the same way I’ve been for as long as I can remember. My mom playing a song by Bob Marley, or more accurately, the song playing and her screeching the words out. It’s the “get up and clean” song. I shuffle out of bed, pee, and brush my teeth.

When I get to the kitchen, the dishes are waiting to be washed, the stovetop and counters need wiping, and I see laundry on the basement steps waiting to be done. Well, at least I will say the music helps some. My mom dances around the living room while I clean and I know my siblings are cleaning their bedrooms.

It’s almost noon by the time I’m done cleaning the kitchen and bathrooms, sweeping, mopping, and doing a few loads of laundry, so I make my brothers and sister tuna sandwiches for lunch. Mia doesn’t want to eat it, but I bribe her to with a promise of fifty cents after she’s done. She goes for that and I give her one of my few real smiles as she eats it in just a few bites and holds her hand out, cheeks still full of food.

After lunch, I go to sleep, but before I know it Mia is shaking me awake, telling me that our mom is leaving now. I nod and come out to the living room.

“I’ll be back later. There’s money on the counter for dinner.” My mom says as she leaves.

I know later means tomorrow morning. She sneaks back in before everyone wakes up, but I always hear her. I pocket the money she left and get dinner started while my siblings pile on the couch to watch TV.

I watch them with equal parts relief and envy. Envy over the carefree lives they have, the one I feel is forever out of my grasp. Relief that they don’t know this pain I feel and can still feel that carefree. Relief that they don’t know this soul-aching want to be anyone other than themselves and the heart-wrenching need to hurt themselves, just to feel anything at all. Tears start to well in my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall.

After everyone eats, I go into my room and lock the door. I pick up the safety pin off my dresser and dig it under the skin on my pointer finger. Some days, it’s the only relief I have from what feels like a crushing mix of emotions. Feeling the pin go in makes me feel like I have some type of control over something in my life. It gives me pain I know will eventually fade, unlike the pain I feel inside. I do this to each finger on my left hand before a knock comes at my door. I know it’s Mia by how soft the knock is. I put the safety pin down and open the door a few inches.

I peek out. “Who is it?” I ask.

She giggles. “Your favorite sister.”

I let her in. She runs to sit down on my bed and says, “Play it.”

I don’t have to ask what song she wants me to play. I put Hailie’s Song by Eminem on my laptop and press repeat.

As the song starts, she smiles up at me. To her, it’s just the song I’ve always played to put her to sleep. To her, it’s just our song. She doesn’t know how much the lyrics relate to her and I. She doesn’t know how many times she’s saved my life. She, and she alone, is my sanity...if that’s what you can call this state I’m in.
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I sleep all through Sunday, only waking up to eat and shower. My body aches whenever I move, every part of me hurting, but inside I just feel worn out. Tired to the bone. A tiredness that no amount of sleep can fix.

As I get ready Monday morning, I’m surprised to see my mom walk into my room. She’s usually not up this early. She doesn’t have to be to work until ten a.m. and doesn’t wake up until she has to get Lincoln, Harris, and Mia up for school.

“This can’t continue,” she states.

I sigh and turn around to pack up my books. “What can’t continue?”

“You. The sleeping all day. You look like crap. You’re like a zombie. It has to stop,” she demands.

“I’m tired. So, I sleep.” I shrug.

“You can’t be tired all the time. You’d sleep all damn day, if I let you. Are you on drugs?”

“I wish.” I mumble.

“What?” she hisses.

“Nothing. I’m fine. Just tired. I have a lot going on at school. Speaking of which, I’m going to the library after school to work on a project. I need money to take the bus home.”

“Maybe going to the library will keep you out of this room.” She looks around my room as she speaks, her eyes catching on the blanket over my window with disgust.

“Maybe.” I say, putting my backpack on. “I have to go before I miss the bus.”

She goes into her room, comes back, and hands me a few singles.

“Bye.” I pass her to leave.

My walk to the bus stop is filled with angry thoughts. This has to stop? As if she doesn’t know why I’ve been spiraling for the past six years. As if she couldn’t have possibly stopped me from being quite so broken. I put in my earbuds to drown out the thoughts. I can’t think about this right now or I won’t make it through the day. I start playing I’ll Die by Floetry. I’d probably lose my mind if I didn’t have music. There’d be no way to escape life.

The day seems to drag on forever. By the time I meet Luke in the library, I’m drained in more ways than one. Of course, when I pull the printout of my poem from my backpack, all I hear are Luke’s excuses.

“I had a basketball game on Saturday. It was the semifinals,” he begins.

I hold up my hand to stop him. “I really don’t care. I’m not gonna do this project for you, so let’s just get started.”

“You don’t have to be so shitty about it.” He scowls.

“You don’t have to be so lazy,” I retort. I shake my head and take a deep breath. “The poetry section is over there. I’ll help you pick one out.”

He rolls his eyes and follows me through the library. I make sure to tell the librarian where I’m going as I pass. She nods and Luke gives me a weird look. The poetry section is pretty secluded by all but one angle and I’m not going back there with Luke without anyone knowing. When we reach it, I look around at the titles before pulling out a few good books and handing them to him.

I don’t know how I miss the step stool next to me, but when I turn to look at the books to my left, I trip over it. I flail my arms wildly, trying to get control, and end up falling backwards into Luke. I immediately start to panic when I feel our bodies touch and try to get up. Then I hear a laugh behind me.

“Oh, sorry. Didn’t know anyone was back here,” a guy’s voice says.

Luke chuckles, “No, you’re fine, Derrick.”

Derrick looks between Luke and me. It snaps me out of my frozen pose over Luke and I stand up fully.

Derrick smirks. “I’ll let you guys get back to...whatever you’re doing.” He wiggles his eyebrows at Luke.

“What the hell is he doing that for?” I ask.

“Who knows.” He says, picking up the books. “These are enough for now. Let’s get back to the table.”

I nod and lead the way. As we pass the table Derrick and his friends are sitting at, I notice they’re all looking my way and smiling. I shake my head, sit down, and get to work.

The next day at school, we have an assembly. Some prick got caught hitting his girlfriend behind the gym, so now we have to sit through a domestic violence lecture. I wish I could tell the principal I don’t need to sit through this. My whole freaking life has been a lesson in domestic violence.

My earliest memory is of spending the night over my aunt Lina’s house and being woken up by her and her then-boyfriend, Ryan, arguing. He was drunk and wanted the car keys. When my aunt refused, he punched her in the mouth. She fell, but still had the keys clutched in her hand, so he kicked her until she let them go. I laid there, terrified to make a sound, watching the whole thing. I heard the front door open, then slam shut. Lina got up, mouth bleeding, and followed him. I couldn’t tell you why the hell she’d done that. After I heard her leave, I got up to wake my older cousin, Tyler. When I got to his room, I could hear Lina and Ryan arguing outside his window.

I shook him in his bed. “He’s beating up your mom,” I whispered as loudly as I dared.

“What?” He grumbled and rolled over to face me.

“Ryan is beating up your mom. Outside.”

Tyler sprung out of bed and clumsily ran for the door. From the window, I watched Ryan repeatedly stomp on my aunt’s face before finally getting into the car and swerving away. A couple of seconds later, Tyler found my aunt. He picked her up and when he brought her into the house, I vomited on the living room carpet. The skin on the right side of her face was barely hanging on. Her nose was crooked and her eyes were swollen shut. Tyler yelled for his younger brother, Michael, who’d woken up when Tyler came crashing back in, to call our grandmother. Tyler tried to clean the pebbles and dirt away from his mom’s face while we waited for our grandma to come.

When my grandmother arrived a few minutes later, she gave a strangled cry when she saw Lina and called 9-1-1 for an ambulance. I remember a man saying she would need plastic surgery for her injuries. My grandmother drove all of us to my house and once inside, told my mother what happened. I stayed in the living room and tried to get Michael to stop crying.

Tyler and Michael stayed at my house for the three days Lina was in the hospital. The worst part of it all was when my aunt came to pick up my cousins, right by her side, was Ryan. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Michael had a look of pure shock, but Tyler just shook his head as he gathered his things. Michael started to cry again, but Lina just hurriedly stuffed his things in his bag and pushed him out the door to the car. When my mom closed the door, I asked her why Ryan wasn’t in jail. Her answer would come to mean so much more to me a few years later.

“Because what happens in this family, stays in this family.”

I would go on to see my grandmother abused by every husband she had, Lina get abused by Ryan for years, and my mother abused by all her boyfriends but one. The one who hadn’t beaten her had been busy beating me. My grandmother had taught her daughters that abuse equaled love, and sadly, it was a lesson they learned well.

So, yeah, I knew all about domestic violence.

I’m dragged from the sad tale that is my family’s history with men and back to the lecture when I hear everyone applauding the speaker. When it’s time to leave, the teacher keeps shouting for everyone to walk single file out of the auditorium, but it’s the end of the day and everyone rushes out, elbowing and bumping into each other. A girl cuts in front of me, but suddenly turns around, looks at me and says, “Slut,” before walking off.

I look around for who the hell she’s really talking to because I know it can’t be me. I haven’t even kissed a boy in two years. The thought of kissing alone makes me shudder, and not in a good way.

I brush that weird encounter and any thoughts of kissing off by the time I reach the bus. When I get to my usual seat, I’m annoyed to see it’s taken. There’s a boy who almost always asks to sit beside me, or at least smiles as I pass him on the way to my seat. The seat next to him is open, but I just sit in the empty seat in front of him and get my earbuds out.

“You can sit here.” He pops his head around the seat and offers. 

I ignore him and start playing Figures by Jessie Reyez, while I look out the window.

When I get home, I do my homework, and sleep. But after dinner, I sit on the couch and watch TV with my siblings so I don’t have to hear my mom’s complaining. I’m so relieved when she tells them it’s bedtime and I can escape to my room. I put on Tremors by Sohn and let it sing me to sleep.

On Wednesday, Ashley saddles up to my locker and I can tell from her smirk I’m not going to like what she has to say.

“You could’ve told me you liked Luke,” she says.

That’s the last thing I expect to come out of her mouth. “What?” I ask, confused.

“I heard.” she wiggles her eyebrows.

I sigh. “Heard what?”

“About the library...” She pauses, eyes wide, waiting for me to tell her something. When I don’t, she gets closer and whispers, “you sucked Luke off in the poetry section. Kinda romantic, I guess.” She shrugs.

“The fuck you just say?” I bark, barely keeping from screaming.

Her head jerks back in surprise.

“That’s what Luke is telling everyone. I didn’t believe him, but Derrick said he walked up on you doing it.”

I put everything in my locker without another word. Ashley’s firing questions, but everything is like static in my ears. I close my locker and when I look up, I notice people in the hallway looking at me, whispering, laughing. Their looks make my skin crawl and suddenly I remember the girl calling me a slut yesterday. I guess now I know why. I walk away from Ashley, from the hallway full of stares and go to where I know Luke will be.

Sure enough, Luke’s in the middle of all his friends, leaning against the wall next to the gym doors. When he sees me walking towards him, he laughs. Laughs.

“Listen, Ebony...” he begins.

I don’t want to hear a word. I ball up my fist and ram it into his dick as hard as I can. When he bends over from the pain, I bring my knee up and slam his face into it. Then his friends are all over me, holding both arms, trying to drag me away.

“You bitch!” Luke spits from a bloody mouth.

“You lying piece of shit,” I scream. “Keep my fucking name out of your mouth.”

I don’t want their hands on me, touching me, grabbing me. When the security guard shows up, they try to hand me to him, but I snatch my arm back.

“I can fucking walk on my own. Don’t touch me.” I snap.

Luke’s friends help him to the nurse’s office, while the guard escorts me in the opposite direction.

When I next see Luke, we’re both sitting beside our parents, in the principal’s office. He has an ice pack to his swollen nose and busted lip. My mom looks pleased. Whatever my mother’s faults are, she’d made sure to teach me that if I ever feel disrespected, to fight. And even more importantly to her, that I fight and win. Clearly, Luke’s face says I had.

The principal, Mr. Mahone, starts the meeting by asking if anyone would like to explain what happened. Luke is silent, so I speak up.

“Simple misunderstanding.” I begin. “Luke forgot how to tell the truth, so I thought getting his ass beat might help him remember. Do you remember now, Luke?” I ask innocently.

It looks like he tries to scowl at me, but that’s pretty hard to do when half your face is a swollen mess. Luke’s father decides to chime in.

“I want to know how she’ll be punished,” his father demands.

“Don’t you mean how they’ll be punished?” my mom corrects him, arching her brow.

Mr. Mahone clears his throat. “By all accounts, and even from the playback of the footage from the hallway, this was an unprovoked attack. Ebony hit Luke, but he didn’t retaliate.”

“Unprovoked.” I scoff.

Mr. Mahone continues, “But Luke did admit to some wrongdoing on his part when I spoke to him in the nurse’s office. So, in light of that, I’ve decided to suspend Luke for two days and Ebony for five. He’ll return on Monday and her on Thursday.

I get out of my chair and head for the door without another word. Mr. Mahone shouts that he hopes not to see me in his office again as I leave the room. I walk through the hallways until I get to the one where my locker is, my mind only on getting my phone and backpack and leaving here. When I step in front of my locker, I stop dead at what I see.

Whore is written in large letters with black marker on my locker.

A small part of my heart that I didn’t know still existed shatters when I see it. I feel a coldness course through me and I know I need to get to the safety of my room before I fall apart. I get my things and meet my mom at the front exit. We get into the car and she immediately starts asking me questions.

“What happened with Luke? What did he lie about?” she badgers me.

I lean my forehead against the window and croak, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

For once, she listens and leaves it alone. We drive home in silence.
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As soon as the car stops in the driveway, I run into the house. My mom calls my name, but I can’t stop. I have to get to my room before I break. But this time, even the darkness and solitude of my room doesn’t comfort me at all. I lock my door, press my back to it, and slide to the floor. All I can hear are the words “slut” and “whore” repeating in my mind.

I bring my knees to my chest, wrap my arms around my legs, and drop my head to them. I rub my arms until they burn and when that stops hurting, I drag my nails down them. I feel as if everyone at school could see the dirtiness I feel on a daily basis. Like they could see what had been done to me. The filth of it. The wrongness of it. The wrongness of me.

It was so easy for Ashley, my so-called friend, to believe I’d done what Luke said. How much easier will it be for everyone else to believe it? The thought of going back to school and having people think that I’m exactly what the word on my locker called me fills with both overwhelming rage and dread.

I crawl to the bed and grab a pillow. Stuffing my face into it, I scream until my throat hurts. I hear my mom banging on my door, but I don’t open it. For what? Does she have some words of wisdom for me now? Something to make me feel better? Some way to help me?

I’d asked for helped. I’d cried for help. I’d screamed for help. I’d been told to shut the fuck up. I’d been told not to think about it, not to talk about it. So why should I open that door now?

I want to cry. God, I want to cry, but I just can’t. I can’t stand to shed any more tears over worthless people. I grab my safety pin and dig it under the skin of my middle finger. It does nothing for me. I put the pin back down, feeling like I can’t breathe. I’m so fucking tired. I’m so fucking sick of being tired. I’m tired of fighting. I’m tired of trying to let the pain go. It’s all I have anymore. Why not give in to it? I feel a sense of calm come over me at the thought. 

This is it. This is the end, I decide. I think of writing a note to my mom, but honestly, she doesn’t deserve it. She’ll know what drove me to this and the part she played in it. But Mia, my beautiful Mia. I don’t want to leave her, but I just can’t go on anymore.

I drop down in front of my dresser and get a pair of stockings out of the bottom drawer. I carry them to the bathroom and lock the door behind me. I sit on the floor and wrap the stocking around my neck as many times as I can. When just the ends are left, I pull each end until I can’t breathe and tie a knot on the side of my neck.

I instantly feel the pressure build all throughout my face. After a few more seconds, it feels like my eyes are going to pop out of my head. All I think of is Mia. I hope she understands someday. I hope she forgives me for leaving her. When I first hear her voice, I think it’s my imagination or maybe I’m starting to hallucinate. She can’t be home yet, right? But when I hear a persistent, “Sissy” through the bathroom door, I know she’s really there.

I mentally beg her to go away. I don’t want her to see me after I die. I don’t want her to see me when my mom eventually opens the door. This thought makes my hands move towards the knot to untie it, but I pulled it so tight that I can’t loosen it.

I start to panic as my vision gets blurry and my hands get weaker. I still hear Mia calling for me through the door. As a last-ditch effort, I start to rip the stocking until it gets a little looser. Finally, I’m able to take a few breaths and God, do they hurt. My throat feels raw, inside and out. I keep ripping the stocking until I can bring it over my head. I crawl to the bathroom door and open it.

Mia runs in and throws her arms around my neck. It hurts, but I don’t care. I hold her to me, I’m sure entirely too tightly, and sob. I sob like I haven’t sobbed in years. I feel the tears falling into Mia’s hair, but she doesn’t let go, so neither do I.

After a few minutes, my sobs are quiet, chest-shaking cries and Mia leans back to look at my face. She uses her little hands to wipe my remaining tears and softly says, “It’s gonna be okay, Sissy.”

I don’t believe her, but I smile and nod as if I do. When I look up, my mom is leaning against the bathroom doorframe, watching us. I wonder if she knows what’s almost happened on this bathroom floor, or if she would even have cared. I hate that she’s seen me broken down yet again. She looks as if she’s about to say something, so I quickly look back at Mia.

“Wanna go get some ice cream, pretty girl?” I ask her.

She hops up and runs out of the bathroom, yelling, “Well, come on then,” when I don’t get up quick enough.

I splash some water on my face. There’s nothing to be done for my swollen, red eyes. When I close my eyes to take some deep breaths, I feel a hand come to rest on my shoulder. I look in the mirror and see that it’s my mom.

“Don’t.” I shrug her off.

“I just want to help,” she snaps, turning from sad to her usual self in an instant.

“You can’t and when you could’ve, you didn’t.”

I shoulder past her. My neck and the scratches on my arms look angry so I change my T-shirt to a button-up black shirt with a collar. It doesn’t hide the marks completely, but it’s better than nothing. When I leave my room, my mom’s gone from the hallway. I take Mia’s hand and walk the few blocks to the ice cream parlor. She’s sad, but when I smile down at her, she perks up.

“Where’s Lincoln and Harris?” I inquire as we wait in line.

“Mommy dropped them off at the park with their friends, but she said I couldn’t go.”

“Oh, okay. What ice cream do you want?”

“Chocolate, of course.” She giggles.

We get our ice creams, finish them quickly, and walk home slowly. When we’re almost there, I drop down on my hunches to look Mia in the eyes.

“Do you know how much I love you, Sissy?” I ask softly.

“More than anything,” she replies.

I nod.
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I’ll enjoy this suspension for one reason. I’ll be home alone all day until my siblings come back from school. That means I can sleep, listen to music as loud as I want, and do whatever I want. All of Thursday, I sleep and sleep and sleep. I don’t even wake up to eat lunch. When my siblings and mom get home, I play the board game Trouble with them. Their looks of shock when I bring the game out fills me with shame. By the time we finish dinner, I’m emotionally exhausted from trying to appear happy. I put on If You Want Love by NF to go to sleep.

I’m awoken by an insistent ringing of the doorbell after lunch on Friday. I put the pillow over my head to drown it out and try to go back to sleep, but it continues for at least another five minutes. Who the hell rings someone’s doorbell for that long? When I realize whoever it is, isn’t going away, I shuffle out of bed as slowly as possible and walk towards the door. I straighten my clothes and then look through the peephole. A boy wearing a black shirt stands with his back to the door. As I open the door, he’s turning around with his finger out, ready to ring the bell again.

Much louder than I mean to, I shout, “Enough!”

He jumps, clutching his chest. “Oh my...You almost gave me a heart attack.”

“Well, you definitely gave me a headache ringing my bell for the last ten minutes.” I pause when I recognize him. “You’re that boy from the bus, the one who’s always trying to sit by me.”

“We also have two classes together. Plus, I’ve lived down the street from you for two years.” He shrugs and smiles. “But hey, you can call me ‘boy from the bus,’ or you know...Marcus. 

“Okay, but none of that explains why you’re here, at my door.”

“Oh...” He picks up his backpack off my porch. “I told Ms. Laboy I’d bring you the English assignments that you’ll be missing during your suspension.” He takes a folder out and hands it to me.

I take it with narrowed eyes. “Why?”

He looks confused. “Uhh, because I thought it would be nice and I figured you didn’t want to miss a week of schoolwork while you’re suspended.”

“And how do you know I’m suspended?” I ask.

“Well, I’d say pretty much everyone knows you kicked Luke’s balls into his throat.” He chuckles.

I actually surprise myself by cracking a smile. He paints a hilarious picture. 

“Um, thanks for bringing my English work, I guess.” I flip through the folder and have to agree that it would’ve been a lot to make up when I got back to school.

Marcus stands there awkwardly and maybe because he’s awkward and not the usual cocky asshole that attends my high school, I actually look at him this time. He has skin that is a rich caramel color and eyes that are a warm brown. His hair is cut low and just beginning to curl again. His shoulders tell me he works out and he’s got to be at least six feet tall. His hands are in his black jean pockets and he has on black boots. When I look back up to his face, he’s staring right back at me.

Just to say anything, I blurt out, “What are you?”

“Last time I checked a boy. Well, really, a man.” He grins.

“No, your nationality.” I roll my eyes.

“Oh, I’m Black and Dominican. How about you?”

“Black and Bajan.” I say, and then mumble, “although no one ever knows what that means.”

“From Barbados. I know what it means.”

My eyes widen in surprise. “Well, that’s a first.”

“Anyway, if you need anything else from English class or the other class we have together...” he leaves his words hanging, waving his hand for me to finish.

I actually feel a little bad that I don’t have any idea what class he’s talking about.

He sighs dramatically. “Science class. Science.” He shakes his head. “If you need anything, call me and I’ll bring you the work.”

“I don’t have your number.”

“Well, give me your number and I’ll call you, so you can have mine.” He pulls his phone out and has his thumbs waiting to type.

I chuckle. “Nice try. Write your number down and I’ll call you if I need to.”

“Can’t blame a guy for trying.”.

He writes his number on a paper from his backpack and hands it to me as he points down the street. “That’s my house on the end.”

My eyebrows raise. “That house?”

He gives a smile. “I know. I know.”

I don’t remember Marcus moving in, but I do remember when some lunatic painted the house at the end of our street bright pink with royal blue doors and windows.

“Um, it’s interesting.” It’s the best I can say.

He shrugs. “They’re my mom’s favorite colors. And my dad will do anything for her.”

I smile because damn, that’s a beautiful reason to have such a bright house.

“So, if you should happen to rip up my number as soon as I leave, you’ll know where to find me.”

“Yeah...right.”

“Okay, well. I guess I’ll see you around. Hopefully, you’ll remember my name.”

“I will.” I’m sure of it.

He picks up his backpack and gives an awkward wave as he leaves. I close the door and place the paper to my chest before I wonder what the hell I’m doing. Still, I have a little bit of pep in my step as I return to my room. I turn on my laptop and put on Bulletproof by La Roux. I almost dance.

At dinner, I laugh at a joke Lincoln makes, which causes everyone’s eyes to turn to me. Mia gives the brightest smile. I’m sitting in my room later, when I hear the doorbell ring. Who would be coming to our house this late? I hear the door close and my mom telling my siblings to go to their rooms and stay there. I start to get angry, thinking she’s brought one of her boyfriends home again. After a few minutes, she opens my door.

“Ebony, come out here,” she demands.

“For what? I don’t need to meet another one of your ‘friends.’” I grumble.

“And I don’t need your shit. Get out here, now.” She walks away.

I pause the song I’m listening to and follow behind her.

What I see when we get to the dining room is completely unexpected. There’s a young guy with glasses barely on the tip of his nose, sitting at the table. He has a fake smile on his face and a clipboard in front of him. My mom and I take our seats at the table as he begins talking.

“Hello, Ebony. I’m James Evans. I’m with the psychiatric center at St. Peter’s Hospital. Your mom called us because she’s very concerned about your mental health.”

I look at my mom out the corner of my eye. Is she fucking serious? My mental health? There’s been nothing healthy about my mental state since I was eleven. Why is she doing this now? It doesn’t make sense.

“It’s my job,” James continues. “To come out and evaluate your mental state and decide if there’s any way we can help you. Do you understand, Ebony?”

I just stare at him.

“Ask her the questions,” my mom says when she realizes I won’t answer him.

“Do you ever hear voices that no one else seems to hear?” he begins.

Oh, fuck this.
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I cannot believe I’m sitting here being asked if I hear voices. He’s still waiting for my answer.

“No.”

He writes a whole lot more than the mere word “No,” on his papers.

“Do you see things that other people don’t seem to see?”

“Again, no.”

“Your mother tells us you sleep from the time you get home from school. Can you explain why?”

“I’m tired.”

“Do you feel sad?”

“Doesn’t everyone?” I challenge.

My mom is getting more and more aggravated with me as this goes on, but oh, well. I didn’t invite James here.

“Do you ever have thoughts of harming yourself?” he asks.

“Why would I? Life is great here, right, Mom?”

She glares at me but seems to remember she’s playing the good mother and straightens her face.

“You see how she is? Always sarcastic. Always talks with an attitude. I don’t even know her anymore,” she complains.

“You never knew me.” I slam my hand on the table.

James gets half out of his seat, as if he’ll need to break up a fight at any moment. “I think that’ll be all for now. I already spoke with your mother and that’s all the answers I need from you.”

He stands up completely and gathers his papers and clipboard before walking around the table. My mom gets up as well and they walk to the door together.

“I’ll speak to the head psychiatrist and call you on Monday with what steps we’d like to take next. Have a nice night, Ms. Sealy.”

When she turns around, she opens her mouth to speak, but I don’t want to hear shit she has to say.

“How dare you!” I grit out.

“I’m worried about you,” she says, without an ounce of concern in her voice.

“You’re worried?” I scoff. “That’s funny because—”

“Watch the next words out of your mouth,” she snaps. “You’re not too old to get your ass beat.”

I shake my head. I’ve stayed quiet about so much. I was too scared to speak up when I was younger. Too afraid of the belt, slap, or kick I knew would follow whatever I said. I’ve been too cautious of the consequences that speaking up would bring now that I’m older. The possibility that I’ll be kicked out, unable to see and protect my siblings. But now I’m too angry to feel that fear. Too angry to think of those consequences. I slowly rise from my chair and walk over to my mother.

“Are we really going to play this game?” I ask, low and menacing. “Where you act like you don’t know exactly why I sleep all day? Where you pretend you don’t know what happened?”

She pushes me back and pokes me in the chest. “Don’t get in my fucking face.” She starts to walk away. “Get your shit together because I’m tired of dealing with it.”

I want to wrap my hands around her neck. I want to punch her in her lying mouth, but that’s a line I won’t cross. I walk to my room and slam the door shut. I throw a shoe at the mirror on my wall, cracking most of it, before I toss my notebooks, pens, pencils, and schoolbooks all around the room. I tear the pillows, blankets, and sheets off my bed. I throw everything I can except my laptop and phone before I tire myself out. I grab the safety pin and put it to my finger, but my door creaks open.

I’m ready to scream at my mom to leave me alone before I see it’s Mia. I hurry to close the pin and put it under my leg. She looks so sad and I hate that I’m partly responsible for making her feel that way. She climbs in my bed and lays down.

“Play it,” she whispers.

I put our song on my phone and grab the blanket off the floor. I lay down next to her as I pull the blanket over us and hold her while we drift to sleep.
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My mom thinks this can be the same old Saturday. She’s playing the usual song in the morning, but I’m not getting up to clean anything, well except my room, since it looks like a tornado hit it last night. But as for cleaning this whole house, fuck that. Once I’ve put everything back where it should be, I go to the bathroom, brush my teeth, shower, and get dressed. I put on some gray sweats and a white shirt with gray swirls up the sleeves. My hair is the last to get tackled. It’s curly, but constantly frizzy and a battle to detangle. It’s in a ponytail so much that even when I take the scrunchie out, my hair stays in place. I comb it out and brush it before putting it right back into a ponytail. When I walk out of my room, I find my siblings straightening up the living and dining room.

“You guys wanna go to the park?” I ask.

Mia and Harris immediately go to get their shoes. They’re six and nine, so the park still interests them, but Lincoln is thirteen and really only goes to the park to meet up with his friends. Right now, it looks like he’s contemplating what shows he’s going to miss if he leaves.

“What else are you gonna do here?” I add. “You know she’ll be out here telling you to clean your room any minute.”

At that he nods, pockets his phone, and heads towards his shoes. My mom comes out of her room and asks where we’re going.

“The park.” Mia beams.

“That’s funny because no one asked me to go anywhere.” She looks at me and I stare right back.

I take Mia’s hand. “Come on, guys. Let’s go.”

“You better be back in an hour to clean up this house.” She huffs.

I don’t plan on cleaning when I get back either.

At the park, I notice differences in myself, in my awareness. I actually notice the breeze. I laugh at Mia falling from the slide and getting covered in woodchips. Lincoln sees a girl from school I can tell he likes. When I notice him sneaking a peek at her for the tenth time, I encourage him to go talk to her.

“And say what?” he questions.

“Well, I have no advice to give in that area, but just go for it.”

And he does. Harris whips my butt in basketball, but that’s predictable. Out of breath, we sit on the bench and watch Mia try to get across the monkey bars.

“How are things going in school?” I ask.

Harris has always struggled in school. I’m sure my mom calling him an idiot all the time hasn’t helped. I know he tries really hard though.

“Okay, I guess.” He shrugs. “Now when I don’t understand something, my teacher has me eat my lunch in the classroom. So she can go over it more with me.”

“That’s really nice. If you need any help with your homework, I’m here.”

“Are you?” He quietly asks. “You’re always in your room. Sometimes I need help, but I don’t want to bother you. And whenever I ask mom, she just yells at me.”

“I’m sorry. I’m going to try to do better. A lot better. Even if I’m in my room, though, you can always come to me for help. I’m here.”

He nods. “Okay.”

“Oh, and one more thing.”

“What?”

“Tag. You’re it!” I exclaim before running off.

“You cheater.” He screams, chasing me.

I feel a sense of freedom today. I’m not consumed with anger. I still feel the sadness and anger right at the edge, just waiting for someone’s comment or my own dark thoughts to let them come roaring back. Is it because I no longer give a fuck what my mom thinks or about the respect she feels she deserves from me? I honestly don’t know, but I do know I like it. Standing up to her felt good. Like I had some type of control for once.

When we get home, my mom complains about how long we stayed out, how dirty Mia got, how much of a bitch I am, but of course, none of this stops her from going out on her date. After I bathe
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