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“You can’t even cook or clean properly, Olivia. I’ve never seen a woman lazier than you. It’s detestable!”

My father’s words sting more than I wish they did. I know I’m not the most agreeable person. I’m not very clean at all. But I’ve been depressed for so long, I can’t see the light anymore. Basic tasks feel arduous. Every remark is a gunshot to my heart. Everyone loves to scream that mental health matters until it actually affects your executive functioning skills. No one gives a fuck about women who struggle. Society says we neglect men’s mental health, but when it comes to women who don’t cook or clean, we’re labelled as lazy and having something inherently wrong with us because it’s not ‘feminine’.

I don’t respond. I turn over my side on the bed and keep scrolling through the text message on my screen.

Gerald: I don’t think it will work for us anymore. I thought that after time, you’d realise you’re not asexual once we got to know each other. I can’t live without sex, Olivia. I just can’t. Goodbye.

Another one bites the fucking dust. Not only do I live in a toxic home, but I also can’t date anyone because I’m asexual. It’s impossible to find a man who will love me for me; someone who respects that I’m sex-repulsed. Sex isn’t everything in life. Why does everyone insist it is? It’s everywhere and I can’t fucking stand it.

My parents start yelling. They’re fighting over me. I close my eyes as they argue in the hallway, with my open bedroom door. A few minutes later, my mother crawls into bed behind me and wraps her arms around me. She presses a kiss to my cheek.

“It’s okay, baby. I know you’re trying. Don’t listen to your father. I made you dinner. Should I bring it to you?”

“Yes, thank you.”

She wipes away my tears, then leaves. She comes back with my dinner.

I sit up once she’s closed the door behind her. I eat my pasta, scrolling through my messages.

I get a notification on my pen pal app. I’ve been talking to this girl in my city, Reika Lee. She’s sent me another letter:

I’m sorry about your Dad, Olivia. I know what you’re going through. My Dad kicked me out of the house when I came out as a lesbian. I live with my Mom now. I think misogynistic Dads are common in our society. Have you watched the latest episode of Hellfire Land?

Reika was the closest thing to a best friend I’ve had. I want to meet her, but we’re both scared to broach the topic. We’re both introverted and awkward. I fear that if we meet, we won’t get along.

I decide to respond.

Yeah, he sucks. I have actually. I love the romance between Kiko and Rem. I love a good Yuri. God, anime is so freaking good. The episode where Kiko descends into hell and fights the overlord is amazing. It’s like, they’ve been building up to fighting the patriarchal overlord, and now he’s getting his ass beat by teenage girls.

We go back and forth, chatting until the early morning light. I don’t have lectures today, so I don’t leave the house. I start cleaning my messy depression room. I’m trying to avoid more complaints from my Dad. My biggest goal is to leave this house and cut my Dad out of my life, but I’m a broke 20-year-old with no job, no skills and an incomplete Communications degree.

I’m in my first year, and it’s been freeing, but my parents can’t afford school fees and residence, so I have to drive there every day. I wish I had the privilege of being away from them.

I get ready for my day and leave the house. JJ is meeting me at the coffee shop. When I find her at the back of the cafe, I sit across from her.

She smiles so widely, it blinds me. Her pink dreadlocks are tied up in a bun and her lip piercing glints under the morning sun streaming through the window.

“Do you think the makeup is awful for my skin tone?” she asks me, applying lipstick. Her dark brown skin is gleaming. She looks jubilant.

“No, you look great. You have that colourful alternative style going on; it’s cool. I wish I were your type of Black girl. My parents would never let me be as unique and creative as you,” I say, swirling my cappuccino.

She squeezes my hand.

“Are they still being hard on you?”

“Yep. My mother isn’t so bad. My Dad was really upset. I don’t know. I just feel...tired. Depression is just not spoken about enough. It’s not normalised to support people who have it. The fact that I couldn’t get into the shower this morning makes me gross, apparently, but I’m actually sick.”

“I feel you. Depression is an illness. Why can’t people see that? If you’re sick with the flu, people can understand why the house isn’t immaculate because you’re bedridden, but because it’s depression, no one cares. Invisible illnesses just get so much flak.”

“Honestly. So did you do the assignment for marketing?”

She groans, then sips her iced matcha.

“Fuck no. I was working yesterday and could not find time at all. I’ll do it tonight. I’m so tired of university, bro. It’s exhausting having to juggle a job and school. I’m grateful for the opportunity, but yeah, I’m tired.”

“Do you want to go bowling after? We can let loose. Forget about our problems.”

She smiles.

“I’d love to.”

Why does that send shivers down my spine? Oh right, I have a raging crush on her. Well, at least I think I do. I never thought I’d be gay, but when I talk to Reika, I feel the same way. Butterflies. Maybe it’s not attraction. Maybe I’m trying to find love because men in my life never have. Gerald and I dated for three months. We met in Business class and started seeing each other, but when he found out I’m asexual on our second date, he became adamant to ‘change me’ or ‘fix me’.

No matter how many times I insisted it’s not something to change, he didn’t listen.

On the other end of the spectrum, the women in my life have treated me like a queen. How can I not have a crush on them? Doesn’t mean I’m gay.

JJ and I spend the rest of the evening bowling, laughing and cracking jokes.

“Yes! I won! Eat that sucker!” I dance in her face. She chuckles.

“You’re so competitive. It’s just bowling.”

I roll my eyes.

“Oh, please. You just don’t want to admit you have terrible aim and suck at this.”

She shoves me lightly.

“Cocky, much?”

“Very.”

“Hold on, why are they playing my entire playlist on the speakers right now?” JJ asks.

She pulls me in.

“Dance with me,” she whispers.

I nod, and we start dancing to Dua Lipa. I laugh as she spins me around and dips me. When she pulls me back up, she kisses me. I’m so surprised, I freeze, but then I melt into it. When our lips part, JJ looks at me with so much warmth; I melt.

“I’ve been wanting to do that for a while. Is it too weird?” she asks.

“Not at all. I don’t think I’m gay though...”

She quirks an eyebrow.

“Are you sure? You look like a raging lesbian. My gaydar is never wrong.”

I stutter.

“I have a crush on you, yes, but I’m still figuring it out. I just broke up with my boyfriend, and I’m really confused right now with my depression and everything.”

“Is he the reason why you’re depressed?”

“Partly. I’m mostly depressed because of my Dad and just generally not wanting to exist.”

JJ’s face falls.

She hugs me tightly.

“Olivia, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know things were that bad.”

Tears fall down my face. Fuck, I hate crying in front of people. I feel like it’s a sign of weakness.

“I think I need help. Like, serious help,” I say.

“I’m here for you. Whatever you need.”

⤝⤝⤝⤝⤝⤝⤝⤝⤝

“Craig, you can’t do this! You’re the one who fucked up; why must we suffer for it? Get the hell out of my house!” My mother screams.

I just got inside the house, and I’m welcomed with a fight.

My mother throws a suitcase out the door, then another. Another.

“You’re fucking crazy, Elaine, you know that, right?” My Dad screams.

She shoves him out of the house.

“Leave!” Then she slams the door shut.

“Mom, what is happening?” I ask.

“Go pack your things; we’re leaving.”

“What, why?”

“Your father was cheating on me, but he’ll come back because this is his house. We’re moving to Durbanville. This is his second affair,” she says.

“His second?”

She sighs.

“I thought we could fix things. That he’d stop, so I didn’t tell you. It didn’t work. You can live with him if you want.”

“No, I’ll come with you.”

We leave the next morning. I follow behind her in my car. We arrive at my dead maternal grandparents’ home in Durbanville. It’s a thirty-minute drive from our house.

We unpack, and Mom starts with lunch while I get comfortable in her childhood bedroom.

I feel relief for the first time. Being away from my father will be helpful.

I tell Reika all about it.

She responds:

That’s so cool! I live in Durbanville. Do you want to meet?

I bite my lip. I’m a little scared to meet her, but I’m curious.

Let’s do it. Monday at the cafe?
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Reika Lee is a beautiful 22-year-old Chinese woman. She has long, cascading locks of hair. Dark brown eyes and a killer smile. She’s dressed in jeans and a Twilight t-shirt with Doc Martens when we meet. When I hug her, she smells like lavender. We sit at a table and eat breakfast.

Our conversation is awkward at first, but then we start talking about 5 Seconds of Summer, Hellfire Land, and what we did over the weekend. It’s as effortless as our messages.

“So, we finally met,” I say.

“It’s exhilarating, no? We’ve been talking for two years now; we can put a face to the messages,” she says, smiling.

“You know, I thought it would be really awkward between us, but I feel so safe around you.”

“I feel the same.”

“So, you and your Dad aren’t on good terms anymore. How do you feel about living with your Mom?” she asks. She takes a sip of her milkshake.

“We were never on good terms. I feel relieved. Maybe now I can focus on other things like my education and friendships.”

“You know, Kehlani’s coming to South Africa. Want to go to the concert?” she asks.

“Oh my God, yes! We should go together for sure.”

We start making plans for the concert and buy concert tickets.

After breakfast, we walk around the city. We get ice cream and sit at the park, talking about anything we want.

“My moms are finally getting me a trampoline. I know that at my grown age I shouldn’t be excited about that, but I just want to do my aerials in there finally!”

“Bro, you do gymnastics?”

“Have since I was twelve.”

“That’s so fucking cool!”

“Eh, it’s just a sport I love.”

“You’re the coolest girl I’ve ever met, Reika.”

She smiles at me, interlacing our fingers.

“You’re the sweetest girl I’ve ever met.”

We grin at each other like idiots. This went way better than I hoped.

At the Kehlani concert, we sing our lungs out to her music. Arms above our heads, hips swaying and hearts alive with joy. It’s one of the most magical nights of my life. I’m ecstatic to share it with my best friend.

We listen to more Kehlani on the ride back. I drop her off at her house.

“I had so much fun, Olivia. Thank you!”

She kisses me on the cheek, making my stomach turn.

In her driveway, I get a message as she disappears inside her house.

See you in class? Bought you a Hellfire Land doll.

I smile so widely it hurts. JJ is so sweet.

Thank you! See you Tuesday.
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At home, I take my antidepressants before dinner.

“How was the concert?” Mom asks over salmon and asparagus.

I chew on my salmon.

“It was brilliant, Mom. She’s a great performer.”

“I’m happy to hear that.”

There’s a pause.

“You know, I
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