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Anxious

 

Dario was anxious as he stood off-stage waiting to perform. He had just finished his piano solo for the recital but still had a song to sing. The thought of the crowd watching him, the fitting of the mic to his height, and the guitarist getting ready to play was too much for him. Hiding off stage seemed the most logical solution. Now, however, he was nervous about the wait to be called back on stage. His anxiety attack was not averted.

Dario got anxious when things didn't go smoothly. He probably should’ve stayed on stage since standing off stage yielded the same results. Although only five years old, the signs of anxiety issues were very prevalent. 

As he stood, waiting in the shadows, it seemed as if the moment dragged on forever. He could hear his mother in his head, blaming his anxiety on weakness. 

“Nothing prayer and God couldn’t fix,” she would say.

After what felt like an eternity of waiting, Dario was signalled back onstage. He walked towards the mic, trembling; a nervous hot-mess hearing the sound of encouragement from the crowd. Instead of helping, this made him think more of his impending failure.

Barely aware of his own self on stage, Dario tried to block them out. The bright lights shining on his face giving him something to focus on other than the audience. 

 

It didn’t work. 

 

When the cue came for him to sing, nothing happened.

This was his first public solo, but If he didn’t sing it might not be. The guitarist kept extending the intro because Dario couldn't get a note out. The audience fell into deathly silence as the suspense of whether he would sing, walk off stage, or start crying filled the hall. The atmosphere tensed with only the sound of the guitar filling the void.

There came a point when the guitarist started to hum. The tone escaping him was smooth and calming. It caught Dario by surprise, influencing him to turn and look.  The guitarist had his eyes closed, lost in what looked like a magical space to Dario as he stood there watching fingers dance to improvised sounds, waiting for him to find the courage to sing. 

Eventually, the musician opened his eyes to see a mesmerised Dario watching him, and smiled. Dario smiled back, somehow found the voice he was missing, then turned towards the audience and sang.

 


Food Siblings and Tears

 

At age seven, Dario’s anxiety had become more intense. His parents contributed to this by often telling him it was some flaw of character only prayer could fix. 

Dario was very self-sufficient for his age. He woke up and got ready for school without prompting. Even ironed his clothes on a child-sized ironing board his mother found for him. 

A lot of this independence came from a desire for approval. Dario thought it would make his parents, especially his mom, happy. She didn’t disapprove. That was more than enough for Dario.

Today was more of the same. Dario got ready, then went to the kitchen prepared for breakfast in perfect school attire. He had not a hair out of place. He sometimes thought he saw a smile creep into the corner of his mother’s eyes mornings. He wasn’t sure, though.

Dario’s breakfast was perfectly proportioned. He'd gotten into watching nutrition stations on TV and insisted on eating healthy. His mother obliged, pretending like it wasn’t her fault this obsession had arrived. 

A few weeks previously, she saw him eating junk food and said, “If you keep eating like this, you’ll turn into a disgusting blob that no one could love.” 

It was odd because as his parent, she was the one providing the food. It was as if she purchased it on purpose so she could berate him. Yet this truth was lost on Dario. He didn't eat dinner that day. Instead, he went to his room and cried.

Moments into his crying, his mom came in holding his brother, Drake, who was coming up on his second birthday. She claimed Dario's barely audible sobs were the reason he was also crying. 

“You can both cry together,” she said, then left the room. 

 

Dario helped his brother up into the bed. 

 

Dario didn't know why, but he couldn't cry with Drake there. He took him into his arms and sung to him. Singing was the answer to everything. He crooned his brother to sleep and fell asleep shortly after. 

The next day, still emotional from the previous night, Dario only ate a small lunch at school. This led to one day when he didn’t eat at all and teachers started asking questions he couldn't answer.

Even at age seven, Dario decided there had to be foods that wouldn't make him gross and started looking up things online. Within days, he was shopping with his parents for healthier foods and had convinced his dad to do morning runs with him. Now, weeks later, he was eating a perfectly balanced meal, in an immaculately pressed outfit after another morning run. A run that his dad was not excited about. Exercise was overrated as far as his father was concerned.

"How do you feel about kickboxing?" his father asked a he sliced a portion of his pancakes. 

Dario said okay and ate an apple slice. He was already playing football. What was one more activity? His dad liked football, and his mom never missed a chance to talk about how good of an athlete their son was, like he was going to be the next NFL superstar at age seven. Always with the praise in public spaces, but never in private was her MO.

After breakfast, Dario followed his mother outside for his ride to school. Upon arrival, before letting him out of the car, she said, “You had better not get into any trouble today.”

Dario assured her he would be nothing but the most well-behaved boy he could be. His mom, unfortunately, didn’t seem moved by his assertations and hurried him out of the car.

Dario was looking forward to meeting up with his two friends today, Gavin and Rayland. It was the highlight of every school day for him. They were so close there was a picture of the three of them naked in a tub, amongst the many photos Gavin's mom could not stop taking of them. Dario greeted them as they entered the classroom shortly after he did. The three of them talked for a while.  Rayland and Gavin did most of the talking, Dario speaking only when necessary. The three of them quieted down once class began.

 

***

 

Dario was alone listening to music and reading a book during lunch break when someone called him ‘blue’; loud enough to hear through his headset. They followed that up by telling him his eyes matched his shirt. Then other children started taunting him. 

Dario was biracial, his mother was white, and he had the skin tone of deep, rich honey. Not the lighter golden kind people immediately associate honey with. He tried to not look people in the eye too much because he thought he was too dark for blue eyes. It made him very uncomfortable, and the other kids knew it.

Today Dario’s instinctive reaction was to punch the first kid in the face, and before he knew it, Rayland and Gavin were there helping him and lunch turned into a fight that no one was safe from. Since so many kids were involved, it was hard to determine who was at fault and putting the entire class behind for detention was not something the teacher seemed willing to do. This led to everyone but no one getting in trouble for this fight.

Dario couldn't understand why the other students wouldn't leave him alone. He had previously begged his parents to let him wear coloured contacts, but they said he was too young. To make things worse, his glasses got broken in the fight, and these were his backup pair. The last were lost in another fight a few days before when a girl in his class called him a freak. He hit her. She punched him knocking off Dario’s glasses then stepped on them for good measure.
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