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To whichever bloodline/DNA strand

gave me the bold ability to

speak up and share my story
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“Wait, aren’t you Lee From America?”

I was with Jordan, Adelaide, and Mackenzie, waiting in line at Hugo’s Tacos as we always did on Monday nights—the sapphire twilight descending across East Los Angeles. I paused when I heard the voice from behind us. The sound of a chipper, young, energetic thing.

It was a follower.

This was confirmed once I turned to look at her.

Perfect golden tan. No-makeup makeup. Tiny gold hoop earrings. Leggings that made her thighs look too good. A neutral-colored hooded cropped sweatshirt with CorePower Yoga’s logo across her chest. The poppy-rounded choker I’d promoted with a special code, LEE10, which was redeemed six thousand times, causing it to sell out overnight. She looked like most of my followers. Which is to say, she looked like me a few months ago, before I left that all behind.

I had short hair now, a bowl cut, and I was rounder now, softer. I was wearing expressive makeup, glitter on my eyelids and yellow eyeliner on my lash line. I wasn’t so orange now either, as I wasn’t eating fifteen big carrots from the Hollywood Farmers’ Market every day to keep my blood sugar low. Eating carrots was one of the hundred conscious and subconscious behaviors I did throughout the day to avoid sugar, my greatest fear. I wasn’t as bony now. I had fuller cheeks and the glint back in my eyes. You could no longer see all the veins in my neck. My jawbone didn’t jut out like it used to.

This physical transformation had so far kept me from being recognized by my nearly four hundred thousand Instagram followers. For months, I had successfully kept my former life as an influencer from my treatment friends. When they asked me what I did, I didn’t lie, I just skillfully dodged the question. They worked as teachers, therapists, and dog trainers. They didn’t like me for my online fame. Their friendship had provided a cocoon, a pillowy calm amid a shift away from such a massive part of my life. I didn’t want that old life encroaching on this new one. And certainly not here at Hugo’s, where we came every week to eat tacos, drink horchata, smoke cigarettes, gossip, and laugh. Hugo’s was my safe haven, away from the sceney LA influencer life.

Not anymore.

“You’re Lee, right?” the girl asked.

I cleared my throat and noticeably switched from the loud, goofy Lee I had just been thirty seconds prior to a quieter, more timid self.

“Hi,” I said.

“I’ve been a fan for so long.” She let out a nervous laugh. “My sister and I loved all your stuff. We always sent—”

“Thank you,” I said, interrupting her. I smiled with my eyes and turned back around to my friends. Immediately, I was flooded with the feeling I’d get whenever I’d post something on Instagram. How if just one person doesn’t like me, it’s all over for me. How my job is to be liked, adored, admired, and envied. How being an influencer had, within a few short years, rocketed me to this weird level of fame, and now when I was doing errands and living in the IRL world, they could affect the URL world too.

I was surprised by how quickly the feelings came rushing back, how familiar and awful they felt. Would this girl think I was a bitch for mostly ignoring her? Would she go on some influencer-snark subreddit and write about how I wasn’t nice enough? A fellow influencer had told me there was a thread about me on the blogsnark subreddit (196,000 members and counting). All the big influencers had one. These were dark corners of the web where people who hate-followed you could band together in their general disgust and aversion toward you. Every move you made, story you posted, or person from your past could be posted on that thread, and overnight they could stage a smear campaign and you could be canceled—like I had been.

The family ahead of us finished paying and moved aside. We made a few automatic steps toward the ordering window.

“So, what are you guys going to get?” I said, doing my best to recapture the carefree fun we’d been having before the girl in the leggings showed up.

“Wait, what was she talking about?” Jordan asked.

“Are you famous?” Mackenzie asked, exhaling a giant puff of strawberry vape.

The blood rushed to my face, a million little prickles where every freckle was.

“Yeah,” Adelaide said, “who’s Lee From America?”

It was a good question—one I’d only recently been trying to figure out myself. The short answer was that Lee From America had been a successful blogger and then an even more successful influencer, one of the very first to make a career of it in the Instagram wellness space, earning nearly $300,000 a year for posting vibrant pictures of farmer’s market salads, overflowing smoothies, and contorted yoga poses. Lee From America was a girl with pearly white teeth and a perfectly styled “messy” bun (that of course she made a video tutorial of) and skin unblemished from regular blue seaweed algae masks. Lee From America was me.

But it was more complicated than that. Because Lee From America wasn’t me at all, and I really didn’t know who I was because everything I once owned—my furniture, my clothes, even right down to the Elfa organization system inside my closet—had been gifted to me by brands to post on social media. The realization that both my inner and outer worlds were entangled in corporate sponsorships, likes, tags, discount codes, Q&As, and referrals led to crippling anxiety, mounting paranoia, and, ultimately, a return to the disordered eating I had struggled with years earlier.

Things had gotten so bad, I don’t know if I’d be here if I hadn’t gotten help.

I didn’t want to be Lee From America anymore. I’d been spending the last few months deprogramming myself from that person—the girl who chased thinness, radiance, and perfection, stumbled into internet spaces that reinforced those ideals, then let them consume her until she couldn’t separate her identity from her gluten-free diet.

Once my friends knew, would they desert me? Either because of who I’d been or because I withheld it from them—or both?

I had no choice now. I couldn’t keep it from them any longer. Once we got our food and sat down at our usual bench, I would tell them everything, starting from the very beginning.
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My life online officially started the day I was twelve and my father brought home a large box from Best Buy. He lugged it up from his sedan’s trunk and placed it on a table in the living room. My mother, older sister, Lexie, and I all stood around as he got out his box cutter.

“We definitely don’t want to scratch this!” he said.

This was our family’s first computer. The only other one I’d seen inside someone’s home belonged to my friend Natalie. Natalie’s family had just moved from New York City to Connecticut after 9/11. She brought along with her a sophisticated level of consumerism I’d never seen before. Along with her Paul Frank pajamas, NARS makeup, and an HBO subscription so we could watch Sex and the City, she had an iMac in her room. It was part transparent plastic, part blue, and all fashionable. After school, we’d go up to her room and log on to something called AIM where you could write instant messages back and forth to friends. It was better than passing notes in school. You didn’t have to worry about a teacher intercepting them and giving you detention.

The monitor my dad lifted out of the box and placed on the table was not a Mac. It was a Dell. I didn’t care. I gasped and reached out to rip off the plastic film screen protector.

“Not yet, Lee—hold on.”

I hovered over my dad, breathing down his neck as he rummaged through the boxes.

“What else do you need to do? Isn’t this it?”

It was that day that I learned the screen was just a screen. Back then, the actual computer was a whole other component: a large metal box that was so big it needed to be under the table.

He brought several other boxes from the car and proceeded to open and unpack them. There was the computer, two speakers, a router, a modem, and a printer.

I was antsy. My father, impatient with my impatience, shooed me away. These were expensive items, and my wild hands might break them.

“I’ll let you know when it’s out of the box.”

I went into the family room to watch cartoons, keeping an eye on the door to the living room, waiting to be summoned.

“Lee? Lex?” my dad finally called.

My mother, sister, and I all stood around Dad as he booted up the computer. He put his hands on his hips, looking proud as the Windows logo danced across the screen.

He’d given our family of four access to the World Wide Web in our very own home.

We jumped around, clapping, hugging, and smiling.

One at a time, we sat at the “computer chair”—just an unused dining room chair at this point—and took turns playing around with it. When it was my turn, I reveled in the clickity-clack-clack sound of the keyboard, punching letters and testing out the different fonts in Microsoft Word, which came on a separate CD-ROM my father had bought alongside everything else. We’d been taking typing lessons at school so we could learn to type without looking down. My father watched and noted how quickly I typed. Everyone always noted how quickly—and loudly—I typed. I’ve never been graceful.

Within a few hours, unable to calm down from the excitement, I begged my parents to download AIM. I chose the username glitterbug46. Then I immediately signed on and added my friends to my “Buddies” list by typing in their screen names (which I’d already memorized by heart). I felt the overwhelming sense of possibility that AIM provided me: an opportunity to differentiate myself and to understand who I was outside the confines of my conservative town. Then, my mother barged into the living room.

“That’s enough computer time for today, Lee.”

My mom introduced a thirty-minutes-per-day rule for the computer. Over the next few weeks, I used my daily half hour to build out my AIM profile:


BFFAEA: Skidoo, Milly, Katy, Maggie, Natalie!!!!!

He doesn’t even know you’re there, no no

He don’t love your eyes

He don’t love your smile

—Girlfriend, N*Sync

HOEZ B4 BROZ!



A few weeks later, I got a boyfriend named Toby. He was a shy, sweet boy in my seventh-grade class. All our friends were dating each other, and since we were the only single people left in the group, they matched us up together. We’d never spoken in person before. I had never even been within five feet of him.

Naturally, we got to know each other on AIM. He used a cobalt-blue Comic Sans font. Within days, he told me he loved me, and I told him I loved him too. I changed my AIM profile to:


Taken by Toby

Love u 4ever babe



Each day after school, I’d rush home to chat with Toby online. I loved how safe talking on the internet felt—and how naturally it came to me.

Our romance finally went IRL at Neon Nights, a monthly dance at our local YMCA, where the rec room was transformed into a party room with flashing lights, streamers, and a DJ. Chaperones hovered around the perimeter, enforcing the arm’s-length rule that prohibited grinding or wandering hands.

Our friend group organized for us to have a big kiss that night. Toby’s friends told him to meet me on the dance floor at seven thirty, and my friends told me to do the same. I was terribly embarrassed and had no desire to kiss Toby, but I succumbed to peer pressure. At exactly seven thirty, our friends created a big circle around us. They began chanting “Kiss, kiss, kiss!” and some other kids joined in on the heckling. We had to do it quickly before the chaperones broke it up.

For the first time ever, I got a good look at Toby. He was wearing cargo shorts with fifteen pockets. His black greasy hair was cut in a mushroom style. He had a few pimples. He smiled slyly to reveal his braces. I had braces too.

I wasn’t attracted to Toby. I really didn’t want to kiss him. He kept weird, long eye contact with me as we stood across from each other in the big circle. Toby shrugged, as if to say, “Let’s do this!” The next thing I knew, we were pushed together by our friends, and our mouths smashed, braces clanking, noses unsure where to go. The thin skin on the inside of my lip broke as my braces dug in, and I tasted blood. Our friends cheered. The chaperones separated us. It was horrible, but my first kiss was over with.

Six weeks later, Toby and I broke up, and I spent more time on the computer, which had been moved from the living room to the sunroom. On weekend mornings, my sister and I rotated between games like The Sims, Age of Empires, and RollerCoaster Tycoon. She taught me Sims cheat codes, and I took mental notes on where she’d place her roller coasters. I loved watching her play games. It was the second-best thing to playing the games myself.

I developed a new weekday routine where I’d come home from tennis practice, grab a bowl of pretzels, run through the swinging kitchen door into the sunroom, and log on to AIM to talk to my friends. Even though we saw each other all day—on our walks to and from school, at lunch, and sometimes even at after-school sports—we all started to live more of our lives online. Nobody ever wanted to log off. And so the away message became a status symbol: The longer you kept it on, the cooler you were.


BRB, getting a snack

Hanging with my homies

Dinner time!

Doing H/W… BBL [be back later]



One of my friends even kept her away message on for an entire week while she was on vacation! My mom would never let me do that. Even as I entered high school and gained more autonomy, she made us turn off the computer every night to save electricity. I loved playing around with the different AIM fonts. With each new typeface and color combination, I dreamed of an alternative Lee. A Lee who wasn’t a self-conscious, braces-wearing, loud-typing girl. A Lee who was confident, who could have conversations with friends that were too hard to have in person, who thought nothing of chatting with cute guys that she would never go up to in real life.

Like Adrian.

He was a sophomore—a grade higher than me. Adrian skateboarded, wore all black, and drove a beat-up car. He was different from the Vineyard Vines–wearing boys I’d hung around with in junior high. He also had a girlfriend he’d been with for a few years. A cheerleader. He and I had never spoken at school, but one night he sent me a chat request on AIM. We chatted every day after school yet continued not to share more than a glance in the school hallways. When word got out that we were chatting on AIM, some of the cheerleading squad began posting away messages about me, calling me a slut. One also said it to my face at school: “Watch your step, slut, or you’re gonna get it.” The threats overwhelmed me. Adrian didn’t try to comfort me, and he didn’t face the same harassment. He just stopped messaging me.

It quickly became clear just how much sex and desire were bound up with the internet. My friends and I started experimenting with chat rooms, pretending we were much older and giggling at the weirdos who asked for sex. I even met a boy outside of my school on Facebook. At the time, Facebook was only for college students, but my sister got me a digital invite and I was able to have a Facebook page at fourteen, two years before it was opened to the public. This boy, who also somehow finagled an account, lived a few towns over from me. My parents let him come over for pizza and a movie, on the condition they hung out with us too. I was absolutely not allowed to be in the house alone with a boy.

I broke this rule one afternoon shortly before the end of freshman year. Sitting on AIM, eating my usual bowl of pretzels and procrastinating studying for my biology final, I got a message.


Hey. Wut r u doing?



It was Landon. He was a junior and one of the most popular boys in school. He was an incredible athlete, drove a Range Rover, and had a year-round tan and curly brown hair that made his electric-blue eyes that much more striking. Rumor had it that he was interested in both me and a classmate and was in the final stages of deciding who would be his next hookup now that he was single again.

“She’s got the big boobs, but you’ve got the face,” my friend said, assuring me.

The heavens aligned and Landon somehow chose me. I’d never felt particularly attractive or desired before in my life. I knew then and there that my life would never be the same. The most popular guy in school wanted me. The junior girls he hung out with were so cool and mature. They wore Juicy Couture terry cloth skirts, Lacoste polos, Jack Rogers sandals, and Lancôme Juicy Tubes on their lips. Their hair was so straightened it looked scorched, the flyaways sticking up like fried antennas.

At the sight of his message, I inhaled sharply, my heart racing. I told myself to seem cool, but I had no idea how to do that.


Nm, studying for biology. U?

Need help studying? I’ve taken that class b4.

I can help you. I’m older, remember? haha



My mother and sister had taken a skiing trip to Utah that week, and my dad was at his office a few towns away. He usually didn’t get home until around six o’clock. That gave us about two hours of freedom.


Sure. Come over!



I ran upstairs to get ready, squealing with excitement. Nikki, our yellow Lab, followed me to see what all the fuss was about. I stripped off my Soffe shorts and put on my favorite Abercrombie low-rise jeans. For a top, I chose a reversible Abercrombie shirt, with one side reading I LOVE YOU and the other I LOVE YOU NOT. I chose the I LOVE YOU side. I went back downstairs and spread my biology binder across the living room coffee table. I really did need to study. I wanted to get a good grade. My parents were concerned about my grades in math and science.

Suddenly, I heard Landon knocking on the back door. I let him in. Nikki greeted him too. Landon followed me the few short steps from the mudroom into the family room. His blue eyes shone beneath his big bushy eyebrows. He sat down on the couch next to me, not bothering to acknowledge the open binder.

“It’s so cool to see your house,” he said.

I nodded and let out a little giggle.

Suddenly, Landon leaned in, squeezed the back of my neck, and went for my face. I moved my mouth up and down, trying to get a rhythm with his tongue, which never quite happened. He started unbuttoning my pants, reaching his fingers along the hem of my underwear, pushing them inside. He shoved two fingers inside of me. This was all happening so fast I could barely grasp it. It was so weird to make out with someone while the sun was still shining. The few times I’d made out with boys, it was always in the dark.

Landon suddenly pulled away, his eyes half closed, sedated with horniness. “Lee,” he said, “do you know how to give a blow job?”

I knew the term. I’d heard that some girls practiced on bananas and carrots. We talked about it at sleepovers.

“I don’t…” I sputtered, looking away. “I don’t know. I’ve never done that.”

Landon laughed. “Aw, that’s okay. I can teach you.”

He unzipped his pants and lifted his hips off the couch, belt clanging on the floor.

“Get on your knees,” he instructed.

I got on my knees.

With a smirk across his face, he held his erection inches from me, swirling his cock between his fingers. It waved in front of me like a flag.

“You’re just going to put it in your mouth,” he said, guiding the tip of his cock into my mouth. As soon as it was between my lips, he lifted his hips, causing his penis to enter the length of my mouth. I gagged.

“Oops.” He laughed. “Sorry! Just… yeah. Keep your teeth away.”

I focused on the task at hand. I bobbed my head up and down, encasing his penis in my mouth, keeping my teeth away and giving as much lip and tongue as I could. Landon moaned, first intermittently, then deeper, longer, and more intense. His breathing became sharp. He kept both hands on my head. My jaw began to lock up, but I pushed through.

Landon’s hips began to move more erratically. He inhaled, exhaled. I didn’t stop.

Suddenly, I heard the familiar sound of feet coming up the wooden back steps. Just as the back door opened, a warm, sour, chlorine-like substance filled my mouth. I pulled my mouth off of Landon’s cock just in time to look up and see my dad, staring at his fifteen-year-old daughter on her knees in front of the couch my mother had just reupholstered in yellow-and-pink farmhouse checker.

Landon quickly got to his feet, pulling up his pants. I swallowed the substance and stood up, fumbling the button of my jeans. I didn’t want my dad to see my underwear showing.

My father’s mouth was agape, his eyes wide, his face frozen in shock.

“Lee,” he said, almost too calmly, staring at the ground near my feet. “Go upstairs. Now.”

He pointed toward the stairs.

“But, Dad—”

“Now!” he shouted.

I ran upstairs. I didn’t know what was about to happen to Landon, and I didn’t care. I was just thankful to be out of that space. I went into the bathroom, turned on the faucet, and washed my mouth out, gargling. A few minutes passed. I heard their voices talking. Then the back door shut. I ran into my bedroom and looked out the window to watch Landon’s Rover driving away.

I heard my father come up the stairs, his pacing of the steps slow and deliberate. Tears welled in my eyes. I was so humiliated. My dad came in. On his face was a look of fury and anger so deep that I thought, My father hates me. He looked down at the carpet. He couldn’t even look me in the eyes, and wouldn’t be able to for an entire year.

“You’re grounded,” he said. “I’m not sure what your punishment is yet. I’m going to wait until your mother gets home to discuss what your punishment will be. I plan to call Landon’s parents.”

“Dad!” I wailed.

“You were supposed to be studying. Your grades have been lacking. And instead you’re having guys over? You know that’s against our rules!”

“Dad, please—”

“He’s lucky I didn’t knock him between the eyes. In my house. Who does he think he is?”

“But Dad, it’s not his—”

“My daughter, a slut.”

He walked out of my room, went to his bedroom, and slammed the door.

I needed comfort. So I did what was now feeling natural and instinctive. I turned to the internet. I ran downstairs to go on AIM.

I furiously typed to my friends.


OMG U GUYS!!! I gave Landon a BJ and my dad walked in!!!

WHAT?!!!!!



Landon saw that I was online and messaged me.


Lee. I’m all good but that was crazy haha. U shouldn’t have put the sink on upstairs, we could hear it. It was obvious wut u were trying 2 get out of ur mouth.

Omg, landon, i’m so sorry.



The next day at school, it was all anyone could talk about. Some people whispered when I walked by, but most people didn’t even try to conceal it. There was even a rumor going around that my dad had threatened Landon with a golf club, chasing him down the driveway with a 9-iron.

My mom had returned from her ski trip and was waiting for me when I got home from school.

“I heard what happened,” she said. “And I read about it too—on your AIM.”

It was the first time I wished I’d signed out. Dad hadn’t turned the computer off overnight. My mom had read through the messages I’d sent to my friends.

“You’re grounded for two weeks,” she said. “No going out, no seeing friends.”

She saved the worst punishment for last.

“And no computer.”
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The dynamic with my sister had shifted a few years before, when she entered high school. She started going to the gym and reading Cosmopolitan. Games on the computer turned into private conversations with her friends on AIM. Instead of letting me watch her computer time like I used to from a seat scooched behind her, now she’d tell me to leave the room.

“You’re annoying me! Get out!”

I’d go stiff, clutching my plastic Tupperware of Snyder’s pretzels close to my chest, holding my ground.

“Mom!” she’d shout. “Lee’s bothering me!”

Soon my mother would open the French doors and I’d be forced out. My sister was building her own sense of identity as she entered adolescence, and I felt left behind.

By the time she was a senior, my sister became a foreign, untouchable object in our house. As her studies ramped up and she prepared for college admissions and SATs, we were told to stay quiet in areas like the common room and the kitchen, where she liked to study. I saw how my parents shifted their lives around Lexie, and I was expected to as well.

I began coveting what Lexie had, envious of her place in the house. Lexie and I both got equal allowances and held summer jobs, but I tended to spend my money faster while Lexie accumulated her cash and spent more intentionally. I loved stealing her collared shirts from her closet. After wearing them, I’d put them back where I found them, only for Lexie to yell at me. She said she could tell I’d stolen them because of my deodorant residue and how the shirts were stretched. I just wanted to borrow Lexie’s clothes like every other girl I knew did with her sister.

One evening as I was getting ready for a night out with friends, I snuck into her room and took her Longchamp Le Pliage handbag. I walked out the front door and yelled goodbye before my parents could see me with it.

I came home that night tipsy and dizzy and found my mother waiting for me in the family room. Her mouth was pursed, her voice stern. She walked up to me and tried to grab the bag from my hands while berating me for stealing. I held on to it, yelling at her to get away from me. We pulled each other’s hair. I kicked and pulled away. We twisted under each other’s slaps. I cried. She yelled. I didn’t let go of the bag. To let go was to admit fault. My mother dug her nails into my skin. I dug my nails into her skin. I writhed myself out of her grip, finally letting her take the bag.

Up in my room, I peeled my mother’s skin out from under my nails—the collection gruesome and putrid.

Our growing antagonism came to a head on Lexie’s sixteenth birthday. Each year on our birthdays, we got to pick any dish for my dad to cook. He was incredibly gifted in the kitchen. That year, Lexie picked lobster. The preparations began in the early afternoon. We shucked corn and went to Stew Leonard’s to pick out our lobsters. When we got home, my dad boiled the water and put the lobsters into the pot, telling us to leave the room while they screamed.

I showered and air-dried my hair in the late-summer heat, putting on a tank top and shorts to stay cool. I headed downstairs. My parents were never big gift-givers, but I could see this birthday was going to be different. There was a tower of wrapped presents on the kitchen island.

During dinner, my parents handed her gift after gift. With each present Lexie unwrapped, my jealousy grew stronger. I couldn’t believe what she was getting—the caliber of gifts was unmatched. Brand-new things from Vineyard Vines, the kind of stuff I only dreamed about. And for her last one, she unwrapped a little blue box from Tiffany’s. It was from her godmother. She opened the box to find a Tiffany’s key chain.

“I think there’s something else, under that felt there,” my mom said.

Lexie removed the felt from the box and showed us a set of keys to my grandmother’s fifteen-year-old Volvo.

I seethed with envy, barely able to look at her.

I slammed my tiny lobster fork onto my plate, splattering butter and lobster juices across the wooden table.

“Lee!” my mother shouted, handing me a paper napkin. “Watch your manners and wipe up that oil stain before the wood absorbs it.” She was always so worried about the furniture.

“No,” I said. My anger overtook me and I felt myself slipping out of my body. I watched as I threw my paper napkin onto the floor.

I’d really started it now.

“This isn’t fair. I can’t believe Lexie gets all this stuff,” I whined.

“That’s just how it is!” my dad shouted at me. “When you turn sixteen, you’ll get gifts too!”

Lexie and I had different godmothers. How could I be sure I’d also get the same Tiffany key chain on my sixteenth? And even though I’d probably eventually get the same Volvo when she left for college, it would still be hers first. I was always second in line.

I began crying, but I felt embarrassed. I knew I was getting too old for these sorts of tantrums. I tried to leave the room to go upstairs and process my feelings alone, but my father blocked the doorway like a starfish. I tried to wriggle past, my crying growing heavier as I wrestled against him. He used his legs and arms to keep me in the kitchen. “Let me go!” I cried. Tears fell down my face as I pleaded with him to let me exit.

“You’ve ruined my birthday dinner!” Lexie cried out.

“How could you make such a scene on your sister’s special day?” my mom shouted. She was hysterical. I could tell the whole family was tired of my antics.

The more they yelled, the more I tried to get away. My sobbing turned jagged.

“Please let me go, please let me go!”

My father and I struggled. My mom moved in, and I kicked her—my signature move. She screamed at me. I felt ganged up on, three against one.

Finally, I wrestled free from my parents’ grip. I looked down to see white fingerprints around my upper arm.

I stood in the doorway, staring at my family. I’d never felt more separate or less wanted in my life. Past them, on the table, I saw remnants of what could have been, what was supposed to be a peaceful, joyful night. Lobster forks. Melted butter. Wrapping paper. A beautiful summer’s evening through the open French doors.

I wiped the snot from my face.

“I’m calling the cops!” I cried.

“DON’T YOU DARE CALL THE POLICE, LEE!” my mom yelled.

I ran upstairs to my bedroom, taking the stairs two at a time. I’d recently talked my parents into allowing me a telephone in my bedroom, after years of begging. With my heart pounding, I lay across my bed and reached for the Conair phone. I pressed the black squishy numbers and dialed 911. I wasn’t sure what I wanted: Justice? To be saved? The act of pressing those little numbers felt both terrifying and thrilling. I’d threatened the call before, but this was the first time I was actually following through.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

I froze and hung up. Moments later, the phones all around the house rang once, twice. I could hear my mother answer in a calm demeanor from the hallway downstairs. Moments later, she rapped on my door. Her voice penetrated through the wood.

“Lee, it’s the police. They want to speak to you.”

I put a pillow over my head.

“NO!” I screamed.

The muffled dark offered a contrived sense of safety. If only I could just stay here, everything would be all right.

I heard my mother open my door, the floor creaking. She touched the receiver to my arm.

“Lee, they need to speak to you. They know you called. They need to know everything is all right. Tell them everything is all right.”

What had I done? Now that I’d involved the police, my parents weren’t so bad anymore. But I didn’t want to cave.

“NO!” I screamed again.

“Lee, I’m going to ask you one more time: Talk to them now.” I felt the urgent anger underneath my mother’s calm cloak.

I stayed still and said nothing.

“I’m so sorry, but she won’t come to the phone. Everything’s all right, but she won’t come to the phone. She’s just upset.”

A pause.

“Okay, thank you.”

She clicked off the cordless.

I opened the pillow an inch or two to check in with my mother’s face.

“Well, look what you’ve done. The police are coming.”

I got up, the pillow falling to the floor.

“They’re what?” I asked.

“You wouldn’t come to the phone to tell them everything’s all right, so they need to come here and see—to make sure that everything really is all right.”

As my mother left the room, I could hear my sister’s cries from downstairs, echoing through the halls. “Are you kidding?” she wailed. “The cops are coming?”

We lived a few blocks away from the police station. Several minutes went by, then there was a booming knock on the front door.

“Hello, officers,” my mother said in her friendliest voice. She often put on that bright, happy-go-lucky facade for others—even when things inside the house were far from it.

“Lee, get down here,” my dad called up to me.

I got up, my body feeling fuzzy after lying down and crying for so long. I walked down the carpet-covered stairs to the foyer where everyone awaited me. Step by step, the policemen in their navy uniforms came into my view. One was tall, one was short. Both were wide and had buzz cuts.

I didn’t have a bra on, and my cotton Gap spaghetti-strap tank top made me feel naked
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