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You are supposed to be loved by your family.

But sometimes, love is just control wrapped in prettier words.
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I saw the slap coming before it landed.




It was there in the way my father’s hands curled into fists at his sides, the sharpness of his breath, the way his eyes locked onto me—not with confusion, not even with anger, but something colder.




Disgust.




The bathroom light flickered overhead, buzzing faintly like it, too, was deciding whether to burn out or stay. In its dim glow, I stood, lipstick smudged, pearls too tight around my throat, the taste of rebellion still fresh on my tongue.




His voice cut through the air like a blade.




“What the hell are you wearing?”




And then—




The slap.




It didn’t hurt. Not physically, anyway.




But it told me everything I needed to know.




My father was never much of a fighter—his hands were better suited for coaxing life from rusted carburetors than causing pain. But his voice? That was a weapon. Sharp enough to slice dignity to the bone.




I had seen the slap coming, but I hadn’t expected the silence that followed.




It stretched inside me, pressing against my ribs, curling around my throat like smoke. The kind of silence that comes right before something breaks.




But what had broken?




Me?




Or the last fragile thread of hope that he might still love me?




“What the fuck is this?” he spat, voice thick with something uglier than anger. His eyes raked over me, taking in the delicate chain of pearls, the careful curve of my painted lips.




“You think I’m gonna let some little faggot embarrass me in my own goddamn house?”




That word hit harder than his hand ever could.




I swallowed, forcing my spine straight even as my stomach twisted.




I’d heard it before, from classmates, from strangers, always tossed like a slur, always meant to wound. But this time, it wasn’t just a word—it was a verdict. A sentencing.




Behind him, my mother clutched her rosary so tightly her knuckles turned white. Her lips moved in silent prayer, eyes lowered, refusing to acknowledge me, or him, or this moment.




As if wishing it away would make it disappear.




I had seen her hold that rosary before—years ago, when I fell from my bike and scraped my knee open. She had bandaged the wound with one hand while holding the beads in the other, whispering words of comfort between murmured prayers.




“Hush now, let me see.”




Her voice had been so soft then, her fingers gentle against my skin.




She had pressed the hem of her dress against my leg to stop the bleeding, not caring about the stain.




And I, small and certain, had thought: she will always take care of me.




But now, here she was, gripping that same rosary just as tightly.




Not praying for me.




Praying for me to disappear.




A tug at her skirt—small fingers, uncertain.




My little brother peeked out from behind her, wide-eyed, silent. Absorbing everything.




For a second, I wanted to kneel down, to whisper something—anything—to him.




Maybe a promise. Maybe an apology.




But what could I say?




That one day, he might understand?




That I hoped he would grow up to be braver than me, or softer, or at least someone who never had to learn how much it hurts when the people who are supposed to love you choose silence instead?




I wanted to tell him not to look away.




But he already had.




I reached up, wiped at my cheek. My fingers came away red—stained with something more permanent than makeup.




Something inside me cracked.




Not all at once. Not in some dramatic explosion of rage or defiance.




No.




It was something quieter. A thread snapping. A final tether breaking.




I lifted my chin.




Met my father’s gaze in the reflection of the cracked bathroom mirror.




And then—




I smiled.




Not because I wasn’t afraid—fear pulsed through me, ice-cold, making my fingers tremble.




But because fear had lost its power.




It couldn’t hurt me any more than his disgust already had.




His sneer deepened. “You think this is funny?”




I adjusted the pearls around my neck—my mother’s pearls—the same ones she wore every Sunday, her one pathetic attempt at glamour.




“No,” I said, meeting his eyes for the first time in my life. “You scared, yeah? Not of me. Of what you don’t even understand. Kinda sad, really.”




For a split second, his anger wavered—just enough for me to see the confusion beneath it. The fear.




He hadn’t expected me to smile.




But I did.




I looked past him to my mother, still hiding behind her God. “You’re losing me,” I told her. “And you don’t even know why.”




Rage twisted my father’s face. “Get the hell out.”




His voice was low. Final.




He jabbed a thick finger toward the front door.




“And don’t come back.”




A silence stretched between us, thick and unmoving. Then I felt something tug at my gut—not fear. Not regret.




Just certainty.




I glanced down at my little brother. His lip trembled, his fists clenched at his sides.




I wanted to say something. Anything.




But there was nothing left to say.




I stepped past my father without another glance, my shoulder clipping his as I moved.




He didn’t stop me.




Didn’t grab me.




Just stood there, rigid with shock or rage or maybe both.




“Guess I don’t have to call you Daddy anymore,” I murmured.




The second slap caught me as I reached the hallway—a sharp, stunning blow that rattled my teeth and filled my mouth with the metallic taste of blood.




My mother gasped, startled out of her prayers.




But she still didn’t meet my eyes.




The only real sound afterward was the low hum of the bathroom light, flickering.




I licked the blood from my lip.




Faced him one last time.




He stared at me, panting, hands balled into fists, his fury giving way to something uglier.




Fear.




“You’ll regret this,” he snarled. “You’ll come crawling back.”




I should have felt something as I stepped past him.




Fear.




Anger.




Grief.




But mostly, I felt weightless.




Like a piece of paper caught in a current.




My feet carried me forward, not because I was brave, not because I was strong, but because there was nothing left to hold me in place.




The house that had once been my world had become nothing but walls and a door closing behind me.




I was already gone before it slammed shut.
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When the world spits you out, find someone who teaches you how to spit back.
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The door shut behind me, but the house lingered like a bitter taste at the back of my throat.


On the porch, I tightened my grip around the duffel bag’s strap, waiting for something—anything.


A reopened door. A call of my name. Even an insult tossed into the night.


But there was nothing.


Just the muffled hum of my father’s rage bleeding through the walls and the silence of my mother’s prayers.


A mosquito buzzed too close to my ear. I swatted at it half-heartedly before forcing my legs down the steps, past the truck that still reeked of grease and Dad’s cigarette smoke, past the rusted mailbox with our family name scratched into it.


Past home. Past history. Past every reason I’d ever been given to stay.


The night air was thick with humidity, the sky a bruised shade of navy, pressing down like a weight. The city breathed in slow, measured inhales—traffic in the distance, the occasional bark of a stray dog, the faint crackle of a radio left on somewhere.


Gasoline fumes, stale beer, and salt air mingled in thick, heavy drifts.


Neon lights flickered tiredly above doorways, barely holding back the shadows creeping from alleyways.


My heels clicked against the pavement. Too loud. Too sharp. Each step an announcement I didn’t mean to make.


A couple walked past, the girl clinging to the boy’s arm. She glanced briefly at me, taking in the smudged lipstick, the cheap pearls still wrapped stubbornly around my neck.


Her fingers tightened around him.


She turned away before I could tell if there was pity in her eyes or just relief that she wasn’t me.


I kept walking.


Four blocks. Six.


I had no idea where I was headed.


Only that I needed to be away from everything familiar.


My duffel bag knocked against my hip, packed with mismatched clothes, a glittering compact mirror with plastic rhinestones, and a handful of stolen coins jingling in my pocket, mocking my lack of a real plan.


A payphone dangled its receiver nearby, abandoned yet inviting.


I hesitated.


Then—reluctant certainty—my fingers moved, dialing the one number I’d always known.


One ring. Two. Three.


Click.


A sleepy, irritated voice answered. “Who the hell…?”


“Kalani.” My voice cracked, betraying desperation I wanted to hide. “It’s me.”


Silence.


A sigh.


“Viv? It’s midnight. You crazy or what?”


My throat tightened. “I just—I need a place to crash. Just tonight.”


More silence.


I could picture him clearly—football posters on his bedroom wall, pretending sleep whenever his father checked in.


I waited.


His hesitation was an answer before he ever spoke it.


“Viv, no can. You know my fadda. If he finds out, he’ll lose it. Start askin’ questions I no can answer.”


I swallowed hard, the lump in my throat threatening to choke me.


“Yeah
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