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Awareness.

Consciousness.

Immediacy opens my eyes. But I lay still.

Deathly so.

Even with my four-year-old nephew’s foot-resting under my nose, I don’t move. But I’m keenly aware. I can’t afford the early-morning sluggishness that follows sleep.

I am tired. Sleep deprived even. But alive. I made it.

And so did Dante, my nephew.

Waking up on this side of mortality can’t be taken for granted in this house. And sudden, blind movements can be hazardous.

I prime my ears for the violent rearranging of furniture, the drunken, almost incoherent shouts and curses that I fell asleep to. I listen for any movement, any sound towards (or around) my door. There is none. It’s quiet.

I remove Dante’s foot from my face wondering how he’s managed to turn ninety degrees in his sleep. Instead of being curled under me like I last remember, his body’s perpendicular to the wall. One foot is under the pillow. I place the other on top of it and tiptoe from the bed.

Slowly, and with adequate caution, I open the door just enough to peek out. From my bedroom I can see the stairwell. A chair from the kitchen set is upturned in the middle of it. There’s still no sound, but this doesn’t allay my concerns.

I’ve previously walked downstairs amidst an ebb in their fighting only to get swept up in the tidal wave of flying dishes and fists.

I ain’t got time for that shit this morning. I gotta go to school, and Debra’s probably not here to take me if I miss the bus.

Damnit!

If she’s not here that means I gotta get Dante ready for preschool.

I ease from behind the safety of my door and creep down the hallway towards my mama’s room. Her door’s wide open, hanging half off the hinges. A hole has been kicked in the middle of it. This must’ve happened after 2:43. I was awake until then.

Joyce, my mama, is sprawled across the bed in a black, satin bra and blue, cotton panties. There’s a budding bruise under her right eye. If that’s all she has to show for the night, she must’ve gave better than she got this time.

The stench of alcohol is heavy in the air. I find a gallon-sized bottle of Seagram’s Extra Dry turned on its side next to the bed. I guess she passed out before she could get good with it.

A large, dark stain sits under the lip of the bottle where the spilled gin has soaked into the cream-colored carpet. I pick up the bottle. About half a gallon’s left.

“Annngh!” I grunt as the alcohol burns my throat, the warmth spreading through my chest, giving me the courage I need to head to the shower, but not before finding the cap to the Seagram’s bottle and hiding it in my room.

Never know when a shot of “don’t give a damn” might come in handy.

After showering and getting dressed, I sneak into my mama’s room and steal twenty dollars—lunch money for the week. She and Nate’ll fight over it later, but, oh well. Fuck it. I have to eat something, and that’ll only be one fight of many.

I peek into Debra’s room on the off chance that A). She’s home; and B). She’s going to school. She isn’t here. Since she got her own car and our mama’s too far into the bottle and boyfriends to care, Debra’s had a don’t-give-a-fuck attitude towards school.

If it wasn’t for Dante, I wouldn’t blame her. I only go because it’s better than being here, putting up with this shit. But she seems to have forgotten that she gave birth a little over four years ago.

Not me.

Dante hasn’t moved. His little ashy foot is still over my pillow where my face previously laid. He grumbles slightly when I shake him awake. “Mmm...Ma,” he mumbles before turning away from me.

“Tae, get up!” I pick him up out of the bed to further protestations. He wobbles in front of me. I steady him and march him into the bathroom.

“Where mama, Mia?” he asks as I bathe him.

Drunk, I want to respond. “Sick, baby,” I sigh. He calls Joyce “mama,” and his mama by her first name. If that ain’t an omen of future dysfunction...

Debra still hadn’t found her way home by the time I finished getting Dante ready for preschool. He’s gonna have to ride the bus with me. His preschool, Just 4&5, is right around the corner from LeFlore, my high school.

We make our way downstairs and I find my bookbag in the living room amid a maze of upturned furniture. Nate’s using it for a pillow.

I curse myself for leaving it downstairs last night.

My liquor courage fading, I consider leaving it. “Damnit!” I hiss.

“Oooh. You said a bad word, Auntie Mia!”

“Be quiet, ‘Tae.” Shit! My homework. Too much to lose points over because of Nate’s drunk ass. “Come on.” I cautiously lead Dante around Nate and onto the front porch. “You know where the bus stop is, right?” I ask.

He nods, but with uncertainty. We’ve walked to the bus stop a hundred times, but he’s never gone alone.

“You’re a big boy, right?”

Again, he nods.

“Okay. Walk to the bus stop. And stay on the sidewalk.”

“You ain’t no come to school, too?”

“I’m coming. I’ll be right behind you. You go and stand with Brandon ‘til I come, okay?”

His face lights up at the mention of Brandon. Brandon’s my best friend and Dante’s quintessential “big boy.”

“Okay.” I kiss him on the forehead, noting that his hair needs re-braiding. “Go.” He turns and heads toward the bus stop, dragging his Power Rangers backpack.

“Remember to stay on the sidewalk!” I yell behind him.

“Okay!”

I head back inside, leaving the door open behind me for a quick exit. Hesitantly, I creep towards Nate’s head. The way he’s laying places him between me and the door. I notice that he has a couple of bruises more than my mama.

Yeah, she kicked his ass last night.

He also has a deep gash in his forehead. I remember something about the dangers of head wounds and concussions from eight-grade health. He should get to a hospital. Someone should call nine-one-one.

Maybe he’ll die, I hope as I approach.

Snatch and run. Snatch and run, I chant mentally. I lean over and get a good grip on the shoulder straps, which are poking out beneath his shoulders.

The foul, pungent odors of vomit, blood, alcohol, and sweat permeate the air around him.

Just as I tense to yank the straps Nate’s eyes pop open. It’s too late to stop the momentum of my pull, but I try, mid-yank. This results in a half-assed snatch that doesn’t free my bookbag from under him.

WHAP!

The backhanded slap sends me stumbling into the end table. A lamp that survived the night’s fighting crashes to the floor, breaking into four big chunks. The end table breaks my fall, and when I straighten, I’m
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