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    For anyone struggling with OCD, you are not your thoughts.
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“OKAY, IT’S LOCKED. I’m good to go.” Imani left her house to catch the school bus across the street. Check again. She stopped in her tracks, turned around, and checked to make sure the door was locked. The doorknob didn’t budge. She looked at her phone. It was seven-thirty; the bus would be there in five minutes. Do you have everything? She searched her bag and ran a mental checklist. Keys, homework, manga, iPad, and my mini jawbreakers. She was all set. Once more she jiggled the handle to see if somehow, some way the door had unlocked itself while she ran through her mental list again to make sure she had everything. Keys, homework, manga, iPad, and my mini jawbreakers.

This is crazy. I checked a million times—the door is locked. She turned on her heel to head toward the bus stop. The other kids were waiting, but she glanced back at the door behind her. It stood there, beckoning, probably unlocked. Maybe she had accidentally unlocked it.

Okay, one last time. For real. She rushed to the door with her bag shaking by her side. As soon as she tested the door handle to make sure it was really locked, as it was, the bus zoomed past right behind her. She jetted toward it, praying that the students boarding would be slowed down by their dread of going back to school. She huffed and puffed as she took a step onto the school bus. Imani grabbed her seat right at the front because the back of the bus was usually where the troublemakers camped out and she wanted no part of that. One more student rushed in after her.

“Morning, Mr. Garfield.” It was Damien. He had a bright sunshine smile on his round face. She scrolled through her phone to avoid eye contact. He walked right by her and didn’t say hi or anything at all. Not that she wanted him to, but it still hurt. They were in the middle of a fight, and she wasn’t going to yield first. She didn’t even know how to come back from a fight like that. Were they no longer friends? Was this it? She continued scrolling through her phone and listened to her K-pop playlist to get her mind off the thought. This was not how she wanted to start her last year of middle school.
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During English, Imani mindlessly pulled on her eyelashes throughout their reading time. The thought of that stupid lock clouded her mind. What if I didn’t lock the top lock? Could a burglar get in that way? Did I lock the top lock? Oh crap, I don’t think I did. Ugh. Whatever, whatever, it’s fine. It’s fine. No, it’s not fine. If we get robbed, it’ll be all my fault. She kept pulling and pulling, not realizing she had no more eyelashes left to pull on the top row.

“Imani, do you need to go to the nurse?” her teacher whispered to her. She pointed to her eye. “Your eye is bleeding.”

Imani snapped out of her trance and noticed the speck of blood on her finger. She sighed. “Yes, please.”

Her teacher wrote a permission slip to the nurse’s office. My hands were dirty. What if my eye gets infected? I could lose my sight. She washed her hands in the bathroom and looked at the damage. A whole row of eyelashes was gone, but at least it matched the right eye now. A couple of girls came into the bathroom. Imani ducked her head as if she were washing her hands so they wouldn’t see her bare eyes. You look so weird now, her mind told her, and she knew it. She did look weird. It was bad enough she was missing eyelashes on one eye, but now it was both. After she washed her hands a few times, they finally felt clean enough for her to go see the nurse.

“Eyelashes again?” Nurse Emiko noticed as soon as Imani walked into her office. Imani knew she could count on the nurse not to judge her for pulling, but it still felt weird for her to have to go to the nurse for the same thing over and over again.

“Yeah, I pulled them out...again.” Imani took off her octagonal glasses and sat on the bed with her head down. The nurse rolled over to Imani in her chair. She had known about Imani’s hair-pulling condition since the sixth grade, when she first visited the nurse’s office for pulling out her eyebrows.

“Here, let me have a look.” She examined Imani’s eye. “Oh, it looks like it’s bleeding. No worries, I’ll clean that right up.” She rolled over to the sink and grabbed a piece of paper towel and wet it under the faucet. “Imani, have you ever considered why you pull on your hair?” she asked.

“No, it just sort of happens. I’ve had it since elementary school. It’s fine, though.”

“Well, whatever the reason, it’s not good for your eyes. The more you pull on your eyelashes, the slower they’ll grow back, and eventually, they won’t at all. And we need our eyelashes to protect our eyes.” She handed Imani the wet paper towel to press against her eye to stop the bleeding. Once it did, she put some ointment on it. It made her left eye uncomfortably sticky and droopy. “You might want to talk to the counselor or a therapist about it, so you can get it under control.”

Imani only nodded, having heard the same thing over the summer. Nurse Emiko handed her a hall pass to go back to class. Before she left, one of the pamphlets in the carrier attached to the wall caught Imani’s eye. It read in bold Arial, all caps:

OCD AND YOU

There’s nothing wrong with you.

On her way back to English, she spotted Damien walking down the hall with a stack of binders that was wobbling with every step. He didn’t seem to notice her, but she ducked in between the lockers anyway, just in case. As he passed by her, he tripped and fell, spilling all the binders in a colorful row. He sighed. Imani couldn’t just hide, but if she went out there now, then he might be mad that she hadn’t helped sooner. But if she didn’t help, then she’d feel bad, because, yeah, they were fighting, but that didn’t mean she had to outright ignore him. She groaned to herself and helped him pick up the binders. Imani noticed his eyes widen for a hot second when he realized she was helping.

“Thanks,” he said.

“No problem. Here.” She handed him a stack of binders. It was still a lot to carry. “Do you want any help?” Imani offered.

“Nah, I got it. Thanks.” He still wobbled a bit as he walked away. Imani’s heart felt heavy. That had been the shortest, most awkward conversation she’d ever had with Damien. It was like they were strangers. She tried to keep the tears from coming. She didn’t want to lose her best friend. She knew he was better off without her, though. After what had happened over the summer, she wasn’t sure if she deserved to be anyone’s friend.

When the lunch period started, Imani grabbed a seat at the long white table that was closest to the door. Since it was the first day, everyone was scrambling to find their spot where they’d sit for the rest of the school year. She and Damien had claimed the seats closest to the doors in sixth grade so that when lunch was done, they weren’t caught up in the rush. His older brother had given him that advice, and they’d stuck with it.

She scanned the cafeteria to see if Damien had the same lunch period as her. She did see him, but he was sitting with some other kids on the other side of the cafeteria, close to the second entrance. Imani turned her attention back to her lunch and took a bite of her grilled cheese. She knew Damien was the extroverted one and he could make friends with anyone. Why would he ever want to be friends with you? You don’t do anything. Imani took her thoughts to heart. Maybe it was best that they didn’t stay friends.

Imani soon finished her grilled cheese and cookies and then made her way upstairs to the library. She wanted to check if they had the next volume of the manga series she was reading. She spotted the latest volume in the manga section, which appeared to have grown since last year. She wondered if the librarian had taken her manga suggestions and added them to the collection. She grabbed the book, not realizing there was another girl who was also reaching for it.

“So close,” she muttered to herself. She held out her hand to shake. “Respect.”

Once Imani shook her hand, she left. Imani held the book close to her chest. You took that book from her. Who would do something like that? You’re so mean. It was the only one, and she wanted to read it as soon as possible. Anyone else would’ve been happy to get to the book first, so why wasn’t she? She’d gotten to it fair and square, and the other girl hadn’t seemed too upset about it. “It’s fine. I got to it first,” she told herself.

The whole time, while Imani continued to browse the new manga, she had a niggling feeling inside to look for the girl. She remembered the girl had big braids and wore a purple denim jumpsuit. Imani searched the library for her, but she couldn’t find her. Turned out she was in one of the study rooms reading a different book. Imani knocked on the door. The girl looked surprised at first but opened the door to let Imani in.

“Here, I want you to have it,” Imani said.

“What? You’re for real right now?” Her mouth dropped.

“Yeah, you can have it,” Imani repeated.

“No, no, I can’t. You got it first,” the other girl insisted.

Imani continued to hold it out, internally begging her to take it. “It’s fine. I want you to have it.”

The girl finally took the volume from her hands, and it felt like a weight had been lifted.

“Thank you. What’s your name?” the girl asked.

“Imani,” she answered.

“Thank you, Imani. You’re super kind. I’m Libelle, by the way.”

“That’s a pretty name. Hope you enjoy the book,” she said.

Imani soon returned to the manga section to pick out a different book. She could wait a couple of weeks to read the volume she wanted. She felt a tap on her shoulder.

“Hey, so, do you want to sit with me in the study?” Libelle asked, surprising Imani.

“Um, sure, let me just grab another volume real quick.” Imani grabbed the first volume of a series she’d suggested to the librarian last year, and went with Libelle to the study room, where they spent the rest of lunch reading manga. The whole time, Imani had the urge to pull on her eyelashes, but she had none left to pull on the top row and she didn’t like pulling from the bottom row of eyelashes. She glanced at Libelle across the table to see if she’d notice her pulling on her eyebrows, which was the next option, but she couldn’t do that. People would notice for sure. Eyelashes were at least hidden behind her glasses. But her eyebrows were thick, and if they were suddenly missing hair, people would know, and she wasn’t skilled in any type of makeup. Her hand tingled—she couldn’t resist the urge—and she pulled one hair out and then another. She stopped when it seemed like Libelle looked in her direction.

“You okay, Imani?” Libelle asked, with her brow slightly furrowed.

“Yeah, I’m good. Just had an itch.” Imani tried to play off her pulling for scratching.

“So, random question, but why were you hiding between those lockers when that guy walked by? Did he do something to you?” Libelle asked. 

Imani wanted to duck her head under the table; she couldn’t believe Libelle saw that. 

“No, no, nothing like that. It’s just...we’re in a fight, and I don’t know. He was my best friend, but I guess not anymore. I don’t know,” she admitted.

Libelle’s eyes softened.

“That sucks. I know we just met, but you wanna talk about it?”

Imani shook her head, but she appreciated Libelle’s offer to hear her out. “No, not really,” Imani answered.

“If you had the chance, would you want to make up with him?” she questioned.

Imani nodded. “I really want to. I just don’t know how.”

Libelle smiled. “Then I believe it’ll happen. Plus, we’re friends now too.”

Imani’s eyes shone. Throughout lunch, they read some manga and talked about anime, books, and their hobbies. Libelle liked traveling, and Imani loved to dance. Imani felt a warmth in her chest. Well, if she and Damien weren’t going to be friends anymore, then maybe she could be friends with Libelle. 

At the end of lunch, Libelle waved bye.

“See you later, Imani.” 

Imani smiled to herself. Cool, a potential new friend, she thought. Not for long, once she finds out you pull out your hair. Then she’ll leave just like Damien did. No one wants to be friends with someone like you, her brain told her. Imani’s joy soon deflated like a balloon.
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THE NEXT DAY AT LUNCH, Imani wavered whether to go to the library or not. She wanted to read manga with Libelle again, but she wasn’t sure anymore. Imani didn’t want her to find out about her hair-pulling condition, but she also didn’t want to be by herself. It didn’t help that she could hear Damien laughing on the other side of the cafeteria with all his new friends. It wasn’t fair how he could move on so easily while she struggled.

“Screw it, I’m going to the library.”

Mrs. B., the librarian, was at the front desk this time, typing away at something on her computer.

“Welcome, Imani. Thank you for the book suggestions. It has helped to brighten up the manga section.” She beamed.

Imani nodded her head. “No problem, I can always suggest more,” Imani offered.

“I might take you up on that. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“No, just looking around.” Imani left for the manga section and didn’t see Libelle. Then she checked the two study rooms in the back—still no Libelle. Maybe she’s out today. Imani grabbed the next volume of the series she read yesterday and sat on the plush cushion by the window that overlooked the school lobby. She played some lo-fi music through her earbuds. She ended up spending the lunch day by herself.
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Imani had almost forgotten about Damien, that was, until Sunday, when they went to church. She had completely forgotten about church and tried to get out of going, but her parents weren’t having it. They told her early Sunday morning to get dressed and ready. The whole car ride there, she was thinking of ways to avoid Damien. It helped that she was on the praise dancers’ team, while he was with the musicians. They’d be separated for a while, but afterward, both their families would go out together to IHOP, and that was the part she was nervous about. She tried to concentrate on the dance moves and keep her focus on Jesus. She was in the house of the Lord, and that’s what she needed to focus on: praising Him through her dance with the team.

During service, she did zone out here and there, only catching glimpses of what the pastor was saying.

“Friendship is a blessing from God. They stick close to you like a brother; it is something to be cherished. Make sure you have friends who love and understand you, but also, you need to love and understand them. It’s a two-way street. You two need to work together. You may not always be on the same page, but it’s good to know you have someone in your corner—encouraging you and lifting you when you can’t lift yourself.”

After service, and picking up her little sister from Bible school, Imani’s parents went to their usual meeting spot in the lobby by the benches to wait for Damien, since he was always the last one to join because he and the music team had to put their instruments away. Imani greeted Mr. and Mrs. Hall, and they complimented her on her beautiful dancing.

“Thank you. I hope to major in dance in college,” Imani replied.

“Oh, that’s wonderful—maybe you and Damien will end up going to the same one, both majoring in the arts. Just beautiful,” his mother gushed. Imani noticed Damien was making his way over, but before she could make her escape, her mom started talking.

“Damien, hurry over, before I forget.” Her mom called him over. He stood by his parents. “Pastor DeAngelo wanted me to ask if you two want to perform together for the church’s fiftieth anniversary. He absolutely loved the last performance you two did together.” Her mom beamed at both of them with a wide smile and gentle brown eyes. How could Imani say no to that when it was for the church’s fiftieth anniversary? That was a big deal, but then that’d mean she would have to work with Damien, and she didn’t think she could do that. Dancing was fun for her, and she didn’t want Damien to ruin that because of the fight they were in, but she remembered the last performance they did together for the church. She had danced to a piece he composed, and she’d choreographed it. That was two years ago, when they had just met, but something had clicked and they were instant friends. He doesn’t want to be friends with you anymore. You ruined it for him. What makes you think he’d want to perform with you? You’re not even that good of a dancer. She tried to ignore those thoughts and focus back on the conversation.

“I don’t know, with school and everything,” Imani said.

“Sure, I’ll do it,” Damien said without a second thought. “I can play the new song I’ve been working on.”

Oh, that’s the reason. He just wants a chance to perform his new song, Imani thought.

“I’ll think about it. I don’t know if I’ll have time, you know, with school and dance class and stuff.” Imani played with her knotless braid, hoping that this conversation would be over soon.

“I understand, this is a bit last minute. I think he wanted to know by the end of the week. Do you think you’ll know by then? The anniversary is at the end of next month, and he wanted to give you two enough time to rehearse and all that good stuff,” Imani’s mom explained.

Her mom seemed so hopeful that she’d say yes, almost as if she knew Imani and Damien were in a fight even though she hadn’t said a word to her about it.

“Okay, I think I’ll know by the end of the
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