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      Essence rolled over and rubbed her itchy eyes. One of the first rays of sun broke through the pink and black polka dot Hello Kitty curtains. She pulled the covers back up over her shoulder, trapping the overnight heat.
    

    
    
      “Essie,” whispered her sister, Serenity, her voice scratchy. “You up?”
    

    
    
      Essence stretched her legs and groaned.
    

    
    
      “Yeah,” she said, her body shaking through the stretch.
    

    
    
      “You think mommy will get us a dog?”
    

    
    
      Essence stiffened. She sat up in her bed and turned to see Serenity sitting on the edge of her twin bed. Her pajama pant leg was hoisted up to her knee. Her braids hung over her shoulders in perfect bundles.
    

    
    
      “You crazy? You know what she said. No pets,” Essence snapped.
    

    
    
      Serenity crossed her arms, frustrated. Her face scrunched up as she moaned with disappointment. 
    

    
    
      “I really wanted a puppy,” she said, pouting.
    

    
    
      Essence tossed the comforter off, swung her legs off the bed and crossed the room to join her sister on her bed.
    

    
    
               Essence leaned over and bumped her shoulder to her younger sister.
    

    
    
      “Tee-Tee,” she Essence started, “you know we get pretty much whatever we want.”
    

    
    
      Serenity tightened her grip on her arms and let out a soft huff.
    

    
    
      “We had that fish one time. She got rid of it the first day. Then she got rid of the bowl the day after. We didn’t even get a chance,” she cried.
    

    
    
      Essence put her arm around her sister and pulled her closer. She leaned her head over and their hair tangled together in identical, obsidian links. 
    

    
    
      “You remember when you told her you wanted a new dress and we had it before you went to bed that night?”
    

    
    
      “Yes,” Serenity said, mumbling under her breath.
    

    
    
      “And remember when you wanted that new iPhone? And you had it the next day? And it was in a color that we hadn’t even seen before?”
    

    
    
      “Yeah, Essie. Dang,” Serenity said, feeling silly.
    

    
    
      “My point is that we don’t have anything to complain about. Mommy takes good care of us,” she said, hopping off the bed and padding over to her dresser.
    

    
    
      Essence looked at herself in the mirror. She smiled at her perfect teeth and her unbelievably bronze skin. Her eyes were big and wide, with deep dark centers that went on forever like the furthest reaches of space.
    

    
    
      Serenity stood up and slouched over to Essence’s dresser and dropped down to a knee beside her big sister.
    

    
    
      The only person she looked up to more than Essence was her mother. She watched how Essence preened in the mirror and how she would fix her immaculately designed braids each day. 
    

    
    
      She marveled at her creativity with bows and scrunchies, even though she couldn’t even remember what she had done with half of them.
    

    
    
      Serenity, like Essence, had bronze, blemish free skin. She had a slight gap between her two front teeth, but it wasn’t anything she worried about. Nobody at school ever picked on her about it. So it was never a big deal.
    

    
    
      Even her mother said that the slightest imperfections are part of what made them beautiful.
    

    
    
      “I wouldn’t have you any other way,” she remembered her mother saying with a big smile.
    

    
    
      Serenity’s smile crossed her face as she watched her sister tie up her hair into knots.
    

    
    
      “Can you do mine like that?”
    

    
    
      Essence was about to answer as a soft knock at the door interrupted.
    

    
    
      It was their mother, Theresa. Her hair was  styled perfectly in a smooth bob, with auburn highlights. Her lips bore a large grin exposing her bright teeth. Her eyes glowed in a light brown, almost yellow hue. 
    

    
    
      “Girls,” their mother said softly, “breakfast is ready. Then you gotta get ready for school.”
    

    
    
      Essence turned her beaming smile to her mother and gave her a nod.
    

    
    
      “Okay, mommy. We’ll be down in a second.”
    

    
    
      Serenity hopped up and bounced with excitement.
    

    
    
      “Can we have sausage patties instead of links?”
    

    
    
      Theresa stood for a second too long, staring at Serenity. She blinked a couple of times and answered.
    

    
    
      “Of cou– of course,” Theresa said, her smile fading briefly before she ambled down the hall and down to the kitchen.
    

    
    
      Essence whipped her head around to Serenity, and her eyes tightened. She didn’t frown, but she wore a serious expression.
    

    
    
      “You gotta stop asking for stuff. Mommy is doing the best she can. It’s too much,” Essence said.
    

    
    
      Serenity crossed her arms again and rolled her neck.
    

    
    
      “I just asked for sausage patties. Not a dog,” she said, as she stomped out of the room.
    

    
    
      Essence looked at herself in the mirror. One of her knots had come undone. Her shoulders slumped for a half second before she decided to put it back up. 
    

    
    
      Soon after, she joined her mother and sister in the kitchen for breakfast.
    

    
    
      Serenity was already sitting at the long, dark wood rectangular table. The table was draped by a maroon runner with a cream tassel on each end. The heavy chairs felt sturdy enough to hold the weight of the world, not to mention a 75-pound 12-year-old. 
    

    
    
      Theresa stood at the sprawling counter with her back turned to the children. She hummed softly as she made her children’s plates.
    

    
    
      Essence joined Serenity at the table and put her elbows on the table, patiently waiting for her plate.
    

    
    
              “Elbows off the table, Essie,” Theresa said between hums, her back still turned.
    

    
    
              Essence removed her elbows and put her hands into her lap. She inhaled the aroma of the sage and peppers in the sausage. Her mouth was wet with anticipation.
    

    
    
              Essence watched Theresa turn with two plates before giving a quick glance at Serenity, surveying the happy grin on her face. She turned back to her mother and noticed Theresa had her back turned again. 
    

    
              Her mother turned again with the plates and served them to the girls.
    

    
    
              “Thank you, mommy,” Serenity said, jabbing her fork through the sausage patty. 
    

    
    
              Theresa gave a nod and a smile appeared on her face briefly before she looked at Essence who had a scoop of eggs headed towards her mouth.
    

    
    
              “It’s good, mommy. Thank you,” Essence said.
    

    
    
              Theresa smiled warmly and ran her fingers through her hair. Essence lifted her eyes and noticed her mother running her fingers through her hair. 
    

    
    
              Theresa was 35-years-old and she didn’t look a day over 30. Essence and Serenity admired their mother’s beauty, but not nearly as much as they admired her warmth and kindness. 
    

    
    
              Serenity often wondered what happened to their father, but Essence never did. She never felt the need. Their mother was everything they needed – the example of prime womanhood. 
    

    
    
              Everything from the way she looked, to the way she mothered them, and the way she provided for them. They never had to worry because Theresa was omnipresent in their lives.
    

    
    
              She was there with breakfast in the morning. She got them off to school. She was there in the evenings and she turned off the lights at night when it was time to sleep.
    

    
    
              “Finish up, girls. It’s time for school.”
    

    
    
              Serenity nodded and took a gulp of her orange juice. Essence, still watching her mother absent mindedly run her fingers through her hair, noticed a single strand of gray vibrating from the black and deep auburn shades. 
    

    
    
              Essence couldn’t stop staring. She had never seen a gray hair in her mother’s crown.
    

    
    
              “Essie, school, honey,” she said, feeling suddenly self-conscious and smoothing her hair again. 
    

    
    
              Essence got up silently, put down her fork and hustled to her bedroom.
    

    
    
              Once she was dressed, she grabbed her heavy leather satchel and scooted down stairs to the front door, joining Serenity.
    

    
    
              Serenity, as usual, was bouncing in place – anticipating whatever came next. Essence looked at her little sister with a curious smile. The way her braid caught in the air, almost in slow motion, before dropping back to her shoulders. 
    

    
    
              She gasped as she felt Theresa’s warm hand on her shoulder. Essence didn’t hear her mother come up from behind her.
    

    
    
              “Let’s go,” she whispered.
    

    
    
              The three left the foyer and the door clicked behind them.
    

    
    
              At school, Essence sat in class, her book spread wide in front of her. She wasn’t fond of pre-algebra, but since she aced all of her classes she always wound up in advanced placement courses. 
    

    
    
              Math. Science. English. History. It was all easy. It was almost like she had the kind of memory that never faltered. Except for the small details.
    

    
    
              She rubbed her satchel on the back of her desk chair. The leather was soft to the touch. The threading was tight. Even with her back turned, she could still smell the bitter scent permeating her space.
    

    
    
              The memory of the satchel seemed to just be there, no real explanation of when she got it or where her mom found it. She just knew it was hers and she loved it.
    

    
    
              Essence continued to rub the strap until she looked outside. It was so still. There were no cars or buses out front. She did see a house across the street. She squinted hard and leaned in a bit and saw her mother sitting on the porch.
    

    
    
              Essence gasped as she saw her mother smile, and wave at her. She sheepishly waved back, completely incredulous. 
    

    
    
              In Serenity’s class, she looked around the room full of children. She saw the backs of their heads, completely focused on the white board ahead. 
    

    
    
              The big, round clock on the wall’s ticking was loud enough to register, but not loud enough to disrupt.
    

    
    
              She tapped her pencil on her lip before looking down at her US History book. She noticed that the other kids had their books opened. She looked across to the girl sitting to her left, but she couldn’t make out which page she was on.
    

    
    
              The boy to the right looked to be on page 214. She quickly thumbed through the pages to match her classmates. When she reached the page, she stopped and stared.
    

    
              The clock ticked, a little louder than before.
    

    
    
              The page was blank. She inhaled a short, sharp breath and leaned back. She turned back to her classmate on the right, but she couldn’t make out what was on the page. 
    

    
    
              The teacher was speaking, but it was non-descript gibberish. Serenity felt like she was in class with Charlie Brown. But the incessant, nasally sound emanating from her instructor was unnerving.
    

    
    
              She began breathing rapidly, her heart pounding. Her pencil snapped in half in her hand as she pressed her palms to the cold desktop. Her eyes closed and the foreign sounds of her teacher’s voice began to ricochet through her mind.
    

    
    
              Her eyes popped wide open and she looked down at the blank pages of the book. The bright whiteness of it all was overwhelming. Her mouth opened wide to take in a deep breath, but it was like she was in a vacuum. 
    

    
    
              Oxygen wasn’t moving. Panic set in as her fingers tingled and her shoulders stiffened. The ticking of the clock banged like a reverberating bass drum.
    

    
    
              She wanted to scream out and interrupt all of the students around her quietly learning and taking in the inane knowledge of the teacher. She wanted to ask for help. 
    

    
    
              Instead only one word came out in a strained, scratchy whisper.
    

    
    
              “Mommy…”
    

    
    
              One last tick of the clock, but this time it was soothing. It felt like warm lotion moisturizing her body after a hot shower. 
    

    
    
              When Serenity blinked, she was sitting on the couch in the living room with Essence.
    

    
    
              Her heart wasn’t pounding anymore and her breathing was surprisingly clear. She turned towards the kitchen and the aroma of a hearty meal filled the air. She put her hand on her stomach as a soft rumble grinded from her abdomen.
    

    
    
              “I love this part,” Essie said, turning up the volume of the TV.
    

    
    
              Serenity leaned back, allowing her body to relax. She also loved this part of the movie.
    

    
    
              Ricky Baker stood on the stage, holding his high school diploma. His big white smile contrasted with his deep, dark chocolate skin.  His mother, Brenda, stood behind the Polaroid, as the flash spread across the screen before the scene cut to their South Central Los Angeles front yard. 
    

    
    
              His brother, Darren, was holding him close as he was surrounded by the people who loved him. Tre, Shanice, Chris all took turns congratulating him. The camera zoomed in on his gold and burgundy University of Southern California t-shirt.
    

    
    
              “I’m glad he made it out,” Essence said. 
    

    
    
              Serenity stared at the screen as the credits rolled, a heart warming swell of music building. Tears began to fill her eyes as overwhelming joy squeezed her soul like a swaddling hug.
    

    
    
              “Dinner,” Theresa called in a sing-song voice in the background. Serenity looked over to her mother who was putting food on the table.  She turned her attention back to the screen.
    

    
    
              A quick burst of static crossed the screen and Ice’s Cube’s 
      How to Survive in South Central
       had replaced the inspirational piano swell that came before.
    

    
    
              Serenity’s eyes widened and her mouth held open as the lyrics cut through her like a sickle.  
    

    
    
              Essene touched her arm, bringing her attention back to the room and their waiting meal.
    

    
    
              “Come eat, Tee-Tee,” Essence said, finally grabbing her sister and pulling her from the couch.
    

    
    
              When they sat down, their plates were decorated with juicy cheeseburgers with all the fixings, a side of steak fries, and a big sweaty glass of cola on the bamboo coasters to the side.
    

    
    
              Serenity inspected her oversized cheeseburger. The patty, the gooey cheese, onions, tomatoes, mustard, ketchup, and two wet, salty pickles.
    

    
    
              Her face scrunched up as she pushed her plate away. 
    

    
    
              “I don’t like pickles,” she said, disgusted.
    

    
    
              Theresa’s smile held strong, but her body language betrayed her. She crossed her arms and dug her long nails into her arms. Essence noticed her bare nails which were usually covered with some beautiful shade from the rainbow. Today, they were raw and dull. 
    

    
    
              “What pickles, Tee-Tee?”
    

    
    
              Serenity lifted the bun, inspecting the contents of her burger. Everything she saw before was there except the pickles. 
    

    
    
              She knew there were pickles there. She saw them just as plain as the other layers of flavor punctuating the burger. 
    

    
    
              “I –,” she started. 
    

    
    
              “We all make mistakes, baby,” she said, loosening the grip on her own arms.
    

    
    
              Serenity smiled at her mother, but she had a sinking feeling. 
    

    
    
              Essence chewed on her burger and dipped a fry in the ketchup puddle on the edge of her plate. She pointed to her mother’s hands with the long, soggy French fry.
    

    
    
              “What happened to your nails, mommy?”
    

    
    
              Theresa instantly hid her nails under her

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
    
