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Dedication:

I first want to say, this book is in no way intended to demean or minimize the effectiveness of the juvenile/foster care system. To the thousands of child welfare workers who put blood, sweat and tears into their jobs, who come home feeling defeated, overworked, underpaid, and misunderstood, don’t give up. This story in no way indicates a failure in the system. It is simply a fictional story of one character who I created purely from imagination. True enough, I have drawn some of the narrative from personal experiences, but again, this is only one fictional story. 

To the hundreds of thousands of children who are placed in some form of the child welfare system across the United States, your lives are not meaningless. The situations you are in now do not determine the rest of your lives. You can prevail. Accept the help that is offered to you and love yourselves so that you can walk in the path that God has laid out for you. 

This book is also dedicated to the numerous incarcerated people across the United States and beyond who are suffering from some form of mental illness. In this book, two characters were offered psychological care while incarcerated. Unfortunately, that is not always the case. I pray that correctional institutions everywhere will one day be staffed with the resources they need to address the massive problem.

Finally, there was not a lot of research done for this book. If there are any inconsistencies in the legal process, please give me grace. I was more focused on shedding light on the human experience rather than the details of the court system. I wrote, edited, and published this book myself. If there any mistakes or formatting errors, again, please give me grace. I will get better with time.

-Rachel
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My screams disappeared into the night. He swerved down the empty road, tires screeching, headlights cutting through the dark. I gripped the side handles of the vehicle. Suddenly, the car began to veer off the road. He yanked at the wheel, trying to regain control, but it was no use. We slid into a ditch. The car made an effortless stop. Thankfully, the banks of the ditch cushioned the impact. I caught my breath.

“What is wrong with you?” I shrieked.

“Calm down,” he replied in his usual monotone.

“I can’t calm down when you’re driving like a maniac and won’t take me home. Take me home!” I screamed. Panic hit me in waves. He slumped against the headrest and closed his eyes.

“Wake up!” I yelled.

“I’m not asleep. Just resting my eyes for a moment,” he said without opening his eyes. I turned toward the back seat, where my baby was still fast asleep. Thank God. She hadn’t woken from my yelling or the abrupt stop. The car was still running, although the engine sputtered like an asthmatic. He was much more intoxicated than I’d originally thought. God, how did I wind up here? I thought, regretting the decision to ever go near him again. He sat still, head pressed to the headrest, eyes shut. 

“Adrian, I need to go. Wake up and take me home.” Nothing. I sat still, unsure what to do. I yelled his name several more times, to no avail. Despite his claims to only be “resting his eyes,” he was clearly asleep. What if he didn’t wake up for hours? My hands searched the dashboard until I found the hazard lights and depressed the button. Someone would see the lights and stop. I wasn’t sure where we were, how far away from the city. He’d driven into the countryside in spite of my yelling and demanding to go back home.

I nudged him again and again, but there was no response. His breath fogged the cold air. If it weren’t for that, I may have thought he were dead. He was, at the very least, alive. I slapped him in the face, not hard, but enough to jolt a normal person who had been fall asleep drunk. With no response, I punched his arm, desperate for any reaction. He mumbled something and shifted in his seat, but didn’t wake up. Tears ran down my cheeks.

“Please wake up. I need to go back,” I cried, although he couldn’t hear me. Just then the engine began to sputter louder. The car was struggling for its life. The engine died. I gasped. I reached over and tried the ignition, hoping I could get the car started, if only for the heat. The car made a strange noise, and the dashboard warning lights flashed. Please start, I whispered. I just need heat.

Legally, I couldn’t drive. I was unlicensed. But I could try. I’d driven with Mama before while she sat alongside me, giving me impromptu directions. How could I drive his vehicle with him in the driver seat? There was no way I could move him by myself. He was too heavy, and the dead weight would make it even more difficult. I tried several more times to start the vehicle. Each time, the engine whined and sputtered but didn’t start. 

“Fuck!” I yelled. Should I stay here with the hazard lights on, hoping someone would come? What if no one ever showed up? The road remained empty. Not a single car had passed in the several minutes we’d been sitting there. I shook with fear. 

“Wake up!” I screamed, hitting his arm. He didn’t move. With no heat in the vehicle, my baby would freeze. I would freeze. If I saw approaching headlights, I would jump out of the vehicle and into the middle of the road. I’d wave down the passing car and beg for help. Someone had to come. 

My mind flashed back to the night I shivered in Tae’s mom’s garage, convinced I’d never be so cold again in my life, that nothing could top that misery. I was gravely mistaken. I had to get my child home. I could survive the cold. The frostbite and the memories would fade. But allowing my infant to freeze? I wouldn’t let that happen. I waited, eyes straining for the faintest glimmer of headlights.

“Please, someone, pick me up!” I screamed, my voice raw with rage and desperation. With a number of scenarios flashing through my head, I decided to act. I drew the deepest breath of my life and prepared to move. My hands shook uncontrollably as I unbuckled my seatbelt and crawled over the seat, careful not to accidentally kick or bump into Adrian. I didn’t know what he’d do if he opened his eyes. 

With cold hands, I unbuckled Mattie’s car seat, slid one hand under her, and cradled her tightly to my chest. Still snuggled in her snow suit, I tucked her inside my coat and zipped it over the both of us. She was secure. I prayed the walk wouldn’t jostle her loose, cause her to slip out of my coat. I can do this, I told myself. 

I slipped out of the car, cradling my baby close. With only my inner voice to guide me, I eased the door shut, again careful not to wake him. He was still incoherent. For a moment, I thought of leaving the door open to let the cold rouse him, but decided against it. I shook my head, trying to shake away the panic. My chest pounded with an unimaginable fear. This was nothing like the problems I’d faced before. This felt unnatural. Just me and my child against the empty road and nature. 

Initially, my steps felt unsteady and terrifying. I slipped, but kept going. I had to protect her. I used right hand to hold her in place, while my left hand kept the hood of my coat up as the wind wickedly blew it into my face. The wind hit my face, cold and harsh. I tried to ignore it and focused on each step. Getting out of the ditch would be a task. I tried to retrace our path, tried to remember the route we’d came in order to make my way back to the city. 

I remembered passing an old farmhouse on the way. It couldn’t be that far. I’d get there, knock on the door, and plead for help. Maybe the occupants could give me a lift. That was my only plan. The road was now covered with snow and sleet, which was hazardous for a mother carrying her child. My shoes gripped the ground. I adjusted my baby as she stirred. My lips felt cracked and dry. My hand went into my jacket and touched her hands, still warm. I kept moving, silently begging for help.

The ditch I walked through provided some shield from the wind, and made it less likely to fall, but I had to get out. No one would spot me walking through a ditch. My legs burned, though I’d only been walking a few minutes. The ice made every step a battle. My toes and fingers felt like a thousand red ants biting them. With every ounce of balance and determination in me, I climbed my way out of the ditch onto the icy road.

I peeked inside my coat at the tiny life curled up against me, fast asleep in a perfect little ball. I walked down the center of the road, my nerves on edge. What if a car approached but didn’t see us in time? Snow blew sideways, making it hard to see. I shook my head, trying to keep my hood and hair out of my eyes. 

I wondered if Adrian would awaken, realize we were gone, and come looking for us. If the car started, that would be a good thing. I doubted this, however. It appeared he had let the car run out of gas. He was drunk; he might fall, get cold, and sneak back to the car. But what if someone stopped for him, and he hitched a ride? He might pass us, then tell them to help us, and then he would force me into a car with him once more. Remaining with him was not a choice. 

Again, the wind hit my face, sharp and unforgiving. I yelped in pain. Frost stuck to my cheeks, lashes, and brows. This couldn’t be real. Crying wouldn’t help, but I couldn’t stop. A deep cry came from my gut—a sound I’d never made. Someone, please stop. 

Just as begged the universe for help, headlights appeared in the distance. A car was coming. I walked straight down the center of the road, clutching my baby with one arm and waving frantically with the other. The lights grew brighter, my heart pounding louder. I waved until my arm ached. The car swerved to miss me, slowed for a moment, then kept going. They didn’t stop. Didn’t even look back. I stood there, stunned, crushed by a disappointment so heavy I stumbled.

I’d keep going. Another car would come. The next one would stop. But no cars came. I needed to reach the farmhouse. It was getting late. The residents were likely in bed. My pounding at the door would scare them. They may not answer. God help me. What if it were abandoned? What if they thought I was a deranged predator? Or maybe they would call for help. Either way, the cops would show up, and I could tell them everything that happened. 

I wondered how far I’d walked. A couple of miles? It was hard to tell. The road was endless, and my walk was agonizingly long. My body ached with cold and fear. Then, I saw it come into view. The farmhouse, just ahead on the left. I had to cross the street, but I was there. A long gravel driveway led up to the house, which would give some relief from walking on the icy road. I walked faster, ignoring the hood of my coat smacking my face and blocking my sight. My legs burned and ached; I was breathing to the tempo of the pounding sensation in my head. 

Mattie stirred. I realized that if she cried and was hungry, I couldn’t stop to breastfeed her in the cold. Panic rose in my throat. “Shhh,” I said with a croak. My lips were now dry and cracked, my voice hoarse from the chill. I trudged on, ignoring her muffled whimpers and stirring. I had to get there. 

The farmhouse was brick, with tall white pillars on the front. Had I not been in a crisis, it would’ve been creepy. Cracks and wear marked the concrete steps. The ominous barn that adjoined the house looked as though it hadn’t seen animals or people in years. Medium in size, the exterior was worn, the paint chipped and the doors dilapidated. The double doors hung from the structure in a fragile state, looking as though one fierce wind could blow them into oblivion.

A single dark-colored, compact car was parked in the driveway. The presence of a car was hopeful. With gloved hands, I knocked hard on the door. My hands were freezing. I couldn’t feel the impact of my knuckles on the worn door. I knocked again. This time with my fist. And again. I started to cry again. Either the place was abandoned, or no one was home. 

Perhaps it was an older couple too frightened to unlock the door to someone unfamiliar at this hour. I knocked for the third time. No answer. Bile rose in my throat, making me feel as though I would vomit up the hope I’d bottled inside for the duration of my walk. By now, there was no hope. I walked down the steps and towards the vehicle. If it were unlocked, I could get in and sleep until morning. At least the vehicle would block the wind. I could feed Mattie. 

I checked the driver’s door. Locked. I found a pebble in the driveway and chucked it out of the window—first, the bottom windows, then the upstairs. If someone were upstairs sleeping, that would wake them. Not a stir. Without a word, I moved toward the door. I would try it. I’d enter. If it were empty, at least I could stay there overnight. If someone was home, they were fast asleep. I attempted the front door. Locked. I moved swiftly towards the side door, the one facing the barn. Locked. I screamed. Screamed as loud as I could. 

“Help! Help!” Yet there was still no movement or any sound. By now, Mattie was awake. I crossed the gravel driveway to the barn and pushed on the door. It budged, but didn’t open. I used my shoulder to force it open with my body weight. It gave. I balanced myself after having used force to open the door. The barn was pitch black. There was pure silence. I wondered if there were any animals kept there. If so, they too were fast asleep. 

I slipped in and pressed my back against the side of the barn after closing the door behind me. I slid against the wall, one foot at a time, careful not to trip over anything. I inched my way over until I reached the corner of the barn. I crouched and checked around the floor. I felt something. Something fabric. Was it a cover? I picked it up. It felt heavy, like a blanket used to cover farm animals, maybe? 

I used my feet to feel the ground beneath me. It felt smooth, with nothing in the way. Setting the heavy blanket down at my feet, I cradled Mattie with one arm while trying to arrange the blanket with my other arm. I gently eased Mattie out of my coat and touched her face. It was cold but not frozen. Reaching inside her clothing, I could tell her diaper was soaked with urine. I eased her down, gently setting her on the floor of the barn on one side of the blanket I’d found. 

My arms were rigid and pained. I fumbled around on the floor for other corner of the blanket. With one hand on my baby and one hand pulling the blanket, I slid onto the floor of the barn. I slid Mattie’s body next to mine, tucking her into my side for warmth. With the blanket, or tarp, whatever it was, covering both our heads, I lifted my shirt and eased my right breast into her mouth. She sucked greedily, my breast the warmest thing on my body at that moment. 

She fell asleep soon after, which eased my panic a little. She was cozy and satisfied. I hoped her diaper didn’t leak overnight. The urine would become cold and freeze against her fragile skin. I’m unsure of when I fell asleep, though I heard the movement of the creatures inside the barn, and a ray of light passed through a gap on the far end of the barn. I lay motionless, thankful that Mattie had slept peacefully. Normally, she would’ve woken up by then, yet the broken sleep I had made it difficult to judge how much time had passed.

Then I heard it. It was the sound of tires crunching on the gravel driveway—a car. Someone was pulling into the driveway. Headlights bounced off the barn’s side, creating a shadow in the distance. I frantically kicked off the cover that had enveloped us through the night, scooping Mattie with one arm. I rolled onto my side, gained my footing, and fumbled for the barn door. 

I pushed the door open and stepped into the dawn air as a middle-aged woman exited her vehicle, a canvas bag slung over her shoulder. She didn’t look in my direction, obviously not having noticed the barn door opening. She appeared to be collecting her belongings from her vehicle. As I walked toward her, she startled. 

“Oh!” she cried out, clutching her bag with one hand and her heart with the other. 

“I’m sorry to scare you. I need help. I’ve been sleeping in the cold all night. I have a baby,” I said, pulling down the neck of my shirt to expose the top of Mattie’s head. She eyed me cautiously, as though unsure if this was some sick joke. “Please. My boyfriend left me on the side of the road with my baby. We’re freezing. I’ve been here all night.” 

She stared at me for several seconds, confused. “Please,” I begged. I just need to call someone. My baby is cold.” As if the gravity of what happened registered, she rushed over to me. She stared down at the bundle I had cradled under my shirt. “I’m not here to hurt you,” I pleaded. “I just need to call someone.”

“Let’s go in,” she directed. “I’m a nurse,” she said, fumbling with her keys. “I’ll check out your baby.”

“Thank you,” I said, now overcome with gratitude. Once indoors, she pointed to a sofa and directed me to undress her. I sensed something amiss the moment I unwrapped Mattie. Her face looked discolored and drawn, and she breathed shallowly and laboriously. I flew into hysterics. “Mattie!” I cried out, rubbing her cheeks and body, attempting to warm her. The woman sprang into action, performing CPR on Mattie. 

“Call 911!” she yelled, pointing at the phone mounted to the wall in the kitchen. “I’ll give you the address when they pick up.” Hysterically, I called 911 while the woman pumped at Mattie’s tiny chest and breathed into her lungs. The lady barked out the address as I reported the emergency to the 911 dispatcher. 

“We’ll be quicker getting to the hospital ourselves,” she said, breathless. “We’re outside of the city. Come on, we are driving there.” I followed her instructions, gathering Mattie in my arms and rushing to her vehicle. The car fishtailed several times on the way to the hospital, the roads even more icy with the snowfall that occurred overnight. “Keep trying to breathe into her,” she ordered, as I lay Mattie vertically on my lap. Her breathing worsened. 

I remember little else about the ride to the hospital, about making it to the hospital. I remembered the hospital being unfamiliar and that the woman notified hospital staff that there was a baby in shock. The rest is a complete and utter haze.
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“Mama, I’m heading out now. See you Sunday night,” I said as I gathered my weekend bag. I headed to Aunt Carina’s, which was my usual weekend routine as long as I didn’t get grounded. Mama and I fought all the time about the most trivial things. She’d say she didn’t like me going over there so much, but never stopped me unless I was in trouble. Mama didn’t care for Aunt C, as I affectionately called her most of my life, for reasons I never quite understood.

She had been my stepmother at one time. She married my daddy when I was young, though I don’t remember much about it. I hardly remembered him at all. When they split up, Aunt C still allowed me to come over for weekends, holidays, and during summer break. I loved her and her children, Teagan and Tierra. 

I walked to their house, thankful that I had gotten away from having to babysit some of Mama’s friends’ children. I always seemed to be appointed as their free babysitter when they wanted to drink and party. Life at Aunt C’s was much simpler. I rapped on the door and let myself in as I always did. I found Aunt C sitting at her desk, working. She had a home-based business. Something that had to do with numbers and managing people’s money; that’s all I knew. She seemed to fare well for herself and her children.

I gave her a side hug as I entered. “How’s Cora?” she asked, referring to my Mama. 

“Moody as usual,” I replied with a shake of my head.

“You two been getting along?” she asked, eyeing me from the corner of her eye as she continued her work.

“You know the answer to that, Aunt C. She’s hot one day and cold the next. I can’t look at her wrong without some kind of fight.” 

“Well, you two will work it out one day, I suppose.” I kneeled to pet Taffy, Aunt Carina’s caramel-coated Shih Tzu. Mama wouldn’t allow me to have a pet, but I enjoyed petting and playing with Taffy every chance I could.

Soon, Tierra and Teagan made their way home from school. While we waited for my cousin, Megan, to arrive, we dug out a stack of board games, prepared for our Friday game night. Aunt C ordered pizza from a local restaurant and we all gathered in the dining room to eat and finish our games. 

Teagan, the protector of the family, could be counted on to make sure things at school had been going well. “You’re not having problems with that one girl anymore, are you?” he asked, referring to a classmate who had bullied me on more than one occasion. 

“Nope,” I said, laughing between bites of pizza.

“That’s what I thought. If she gives you any more problems, I’ll make an example out of her,” Teagan replied.

“You will not,” Aunt C chimed in. “She’s a girl. There are three other girls in this house. They will handle it.” The girl at school bullied me, saying that Aunt Carina was my aunt because my dad had two sisters for girlfriends. Infuriated, I finally came back and reported the bullying to the rest of my family. Teagan also bullied me, but in a different way. He forced me to stand up to the girl, which resulted in a fight. Mama was furious, but since then, the girl hadn’t bothered me at all.

When Megan arrived, I hugged her fiercely. She was my closest companion—more like a sister than a cousin. Our mothers being close sisters, we grew up in close proximity to one another. 

“Hey Skittles,” she said, returning my hug. Skittles was the nickname she had given me when we were small children. Aunt Carina hated pet names like sweetie pie and cupcake, so she began calling me Skittles, like the candy, mostly due to my tendency to play dress-up in brightly colored, mismatched clothing. The name stuck. 

“How is Camilla?” Aunt C asked Megan. 

“Same shit, different day,” Megan said defeatedly. 

“Language,” Aunt C chastised.

“Sorry, I’m just tired of having to deal with her bipolar moods.” No one said a word. The bipolar moods were genetic, apparently, as Mama and Camilla both suffered from severe mood swings. 

“Might as well buckle up,” I added. “I think your Mama and my Mama are drinking together tonight.” The group made a collective groan of disapproval. The two of them drinking together was a disaster waiting to happen. 

Neither Mama or Camilla tolerated alcohol well, though it seemed to be the only thing they focused on once the weekend arrived. Sometimes they drank during the week, which exacerbated their anger. Mama, Camilla, and their drinking buddies spent a lot of time at our house, playing cards and listening to eighties music. It was too chaotic for my liking.

I turned to Megan. “You staying the whole weekend?”

“No,” she replied, rolling her eyes. “I have to watch Mason. It’s not a problem, but I’m tired of her putting so much pressure on me. I have a life too.” Mason was Megan’s little brother. The two could’ve passed for twins if it weren’t for the difference in height. They both had ginger hair and freckles, which I assumed had come from their father’s side of the family. 

Aunt Carina’s cozy bungalow-style house filled with collectibles and, I’m told, antiques. We knew better than to touch her collectibles or antiques. Tierra and Teagan, shared a bedroom in their finished basement. Framed artwork from their childhoods, trophies from sports events, and family photos lined the basement walls. There were even pictures of me filling the space. It was functional, warm, and earthy. It was my second home. 

Carina rarely entered the basement. It was its own separate entity, compete with a bathroom and living area. I loved it. Carina would yell at us from the top of the stairs when we were too loud or rowdy, threatening us with everything from a belt-whipping to shutting off the electricity. If we were too loud at bedtime or if she overheard bickering and arguing, she would flick the lights at the top of the stairs as an initial warning. If she spoke to us multiple times, we’d listen to a deluge of foul language, followed by “I love you all. Goodnight.”

She was an angel—an angel with a fierce temper and a quick wit. Staying in her good graces was like a game of Battleship: one part strategy, one part luck. Aunt C dropped me off at home that Sunday afternoon. She and Mama never spoke, which was mostly Mama’s decision. Her resentment hung like the backdrop to a musical production. 

Though Mama wasn’t fond of Aunt C, surely she could understand and respect the fact that Carina supported me in every way possible. When I didn’t want to walk in the rain, she rescued me. She caressed my face and wiped away my tears when I was hurt or sick. 

When I attempted to give Carina the slightest bit of recognition or credit, Mama would quickly shut it down. I knew not to say too much. Mama would see it as bragging or “throwing things in her face.” Rumors had circulated around our family and even through the community of Decatur, Illinois, where we lived. My dad cheated on my Mama with Aunt Carina. That’s where all the resentment and bitterness came from. 

If I brought up the subject, Mama would tell me to ask Carina. When I asked Carina, she told me to ask my Mama. The uncertainty left me with a gaping hole in my being throughout my entire childhood. 
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That October, my 15th birthday arrived. I normally would’ve been overjoyed to spend the event with Carina, Megan, Teagan, and Tierra, the weeks that followed came with a drastic change in Aunt Carina. She distanced herself from the group, not caring to participate in our usual Friday night shenanigans. She went to her room early on Friday nights. We would peek in on her only to find her sleeping early or lying in bed, lethargic, with her eyes fixed on the TV. She slept in on Saturday mornings, sometimes until the afternoon, and our nights of playing games and watching movies withered away to nothing. 

“Go ahead, guys, have fun,” she would say. My heart sank every time she said that. She wasn’t herself anymore, and I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. There was this unspoken concern, the glances, the tension in the air. We realized she was in a bad spot, yet nobody said a word. A dark cloud followed her everywhere. It was obvious she wasn’t feeling well, yet the cause of it was a mystery. Desperate, I resorted to telling Mama one Sunday evening. 

“She stays in her room all the time. Doesn’t play games with us anymore. She always says she’s tired. I’m not sure...” I said, my voice full of concern. Mama’s expression turned somber for a moment, then returned to normal. 

“Hmm, well, I hope she’s alright. I guess.” The I guess at the end of her sentence was there to show there was a limit to how much concern she could display for another human being.

“Me too. It’s like she doesn’t have any energy or something.” Mama didn’t reply, but for once I saw a look of concern on her face. It was as though something within her shifted. Possibly, within the core of her being, there was a bit of compassion. 

One weekend, Megan and I decided we both wanted to spend the weekend at Aunt C’s. Megan wedged herself between the frame of Camilla’s door and the door just enough to poke her head. “Ma, can and Em stay at Aunt C’s tonight?” she asked.

“Get out of my room, Meg,” she said, sounding irritated.

“But Ma, I really need to know now. We’re trying to get out of here before the game starts.” There was a football game that evening at the local high school. Aunt C would give us money to go. The teenagers in our family spent their Friday nights there. If we didn’t get to C’s before they left for the evening, we’d have to walk and wouldn’t have money to get into the game. 

I stood in the living room and eavesdropped on the conversation. I desperately wanted Megan to be allowed to go with me. Mama was familiar with my game plans and approved. If Megan came with, the night would be perfect.

“But Ma,” I overheard Megan plead, “I just want to be over there. I don’t want to be here. Aunt C’s is way more fun, and she’s going to take us to the game.”

“Leave me alone,” Camilla groaned. I heard an indistinct shuffle that sounded like Camilla getting out of bed. Megan backed into the living room, stumbling backward. For a second, I didn’t comprehend what was happening. Camilla’s reaction came from nowhere. Without warning, she stood brandishing a broken piece of wood. A chair leg. Maybe a two-by-four. I didn’t have time to worry about what it was. 

Before I could react, she stood over Megan, who had now stumbled backward and fell onto her butt. Camilla held her weapon like a baseball bat. She stood with the stature of a minor league player, and swung it viciously, hitting Megan square in the mouth the first time, then a second blow just above her ear. Megan turned her head to avoid the next blow, but as she did, blood spewed from her mouth. Megan rolled over onto her side, holding her mouth, trying to process what had just happened. 

“Now I told you if you throw that bitch in my face one more fucking time....” She trailed off, a look of rage still prominent over her face, her cheekbones taut. 

“What is wrong with you?” I bellowed, lunging toward her with all my might. With the force of my body weight, I stepped over Megan and plunged into the woman, knocking her to the ground and causing her to head her head on the corner of the baseboard. She struggled to turn over, clutching her head and kicking. 

Before she could stand, I subdued her by forcing my body weight on her until I could pin her down on her chest. She weighed a mere one hundred pounds. Bringing her under control wasn’t that hard. By now, Megan had regained her momentum. She stood behind me as I pinned her mother to the ground.

“Let her go, Em. Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“No,” I said over my shoulder, panting, but not yet out of breath. “Not before I show her to quit fucking with you!” I raised my right hand while still holding her down with my left elbow. With one swing, I punched Aunt Camilla so hard in the mouth that her lip busted at once and bled. Megan, still holding her mouth, maneuvered between me and the wall and kicked Aunt Camilla in the head. Her head crashed into the corner of the wall with a thud. Camilla groaned and cursed under her breath. 

“That’s for all the shit you put me through!” She yelled through sobs. I backed away, standing over the pathetic sight that had become of my aunt. Megan pulled Aunt Camilla up by the torso and slammed her back down on the floor, the force of it causing her to grunt. 

“Let’s get out of here,” she rumbled. Fearing she would spit on me with her bloody lip, I backed away. She had yet to regain her composure, but held her head with one hand and her mouth with the other. Megan was crying ferociously, spewing words I couldn’t even process. 

“Let’s bounce,” I said. We left in a hurry, not stopping to retrieve items we’d need for the weekend. We ran across the courtyard in front of the house and down at least five blocks before the two of us slowed down to catch our breath. Reality registered then. For a moment, Megan and I both stared at one another, panting, hearts still racing. My temples throbbed, and my head was ready to burst. The adrenaline rush from the fight still fueled my body. 

“Let’s go to Carina’s,” Megan spat, still disgusted and full of rage. I nodded but said nothing, following Megan through the increasingly dim streets. We walked the rest of the way to Aunt C’s in silence, the sound of fall leaves crunching underneath our feet, the bustle of the evening passing us by without either of us being aware. 

Periodically, I glanced at Megan to see how her mouth and face were. She still had the evidence that someone had hit her in her mouth. I imagined she would have busted lips and bruised cheeks before it was said and done.

When we reached Aunt C’s a half hour later, the family car was in the driveway, occupied and ready to back out of the driveway. As usual, they packed into the car, and everyone prepared for Friday night football. Megan and I both ran onto the slanted driveway just in time for them to glimpse us in the rearview mirror. The brake lights turned red as Aunt C stopped her van mid-exit. She rolled the driver’s side window down and yelled out, “Girls, come on. You almost missed us.”

We would be crammed into the vehicle, considering how many people were in it. I glanced at Megan, worried she didn’t want to attend the game after everything that had happened. She swallowed hard and walked to Aunt C’s side of the vehicle, Megan following suit. Aunt C glanced at me, shifted her gaze to Megan, and back to me. She shrieked once seeing Megan’s injury. 

I hadn’t realized until then that I might have injured myself in the fight. So far, my brain had processed any pain or potential injury. Aunt C’s remarks got the attention of her crew of passengers, who made similar remarks. 

I did not know what to say, how to describe what had just happened. I stood motionless, staring at my feet. I stole a glance at Megan, who said nothing. Everyone grew quiet. It was the most awkward silence ever. Aunt C cleared her throat. 

“Umm, it looks like you two need to clean up before we head out. I’ll take you inside.” I heard a couple of faint grunts coming from inside the car. We had delayed their ride to the game. Megan and I shuffled inside after Aunt C and followed her to the downstairs bathroom, where she gathered gauze, a damp washcloth, and peroxide. I stepped aside to let her tend to Megan first. 

“What on earth...” she trailed off, dipping the washcloth in cool water. She carefully dabbed at Megan’s face, cleaning the blood off her mouth and chin. She gave Megan a capful of peroxide and ordered her to gargle it. 

“Open your mouth,” she instructed. She looked at the gap where Megan’s two front teeth had once been and shook her head vigorously. “You girls had better not have been fighting at school again, or your moms will...”

“We weren’t fighting at school,” Megan interrupted. “We, we were...” she stammered, her lip quivering. “We...” Megan began to cry, softly at first, and then a full-blown wail erupted from her mouth. 

“Now, now,” Aunt C said, pulling Megan’s head onto her shoulder. “What happened?” she asked, looking at me and patting Megan’s head at the same time. 

“I, we—,” I stammered, still unsure of what to say or do. I trusted Aunt C, but couldn’t find the words to explain the event. “Aunt Camilla hit her with a piece of wood.” 

“Oh my God,” she gasped. “What?” I nodded, not wanting to incriminate myself or Megan by saying more than necessary. “Why?” she said, now patting Megan on the back of the head. 

“She got mad because Megan argued with her about coming over here this weekend. She just blew up for no reason.”

“So, she doesn’t know you two are here now?” I shook my head. Aunt C sighed and backed away from Megan, whose cries had subsided. She placed both hands on Megan’s shoulders and looked her directly in the face. “I think you should stay here. Let me drop the kids off at the game. I’ll be back, and we can figure out what to do next. Here, Emery,” she said, handing me the roll of gauze and peroxide. “Clean up your face. It’s not as bad as your cousin’s.”

I took the items from her and turned to face my reflection in the mirror. I stared blankly at the image in front of me, Megan’s blood smeared across my cheek, a slight bruise forming under my left eye. I must’ve gotten hit in the scuffle. Megan sat on the toilet to my right, gently sobbing. I put my arm around her, trying to console her. 

We stood and walked to the living room, where we sat in silence, waiting for Aunt Carina to return. When she shuffled into the house half an hour later, we both sat stiffly at the kitchen table, not saying a word. Carina made her way into the kitchen, looked at us both, and sighed. 

“So,” she began. “What the hell happened?” I waited for Megan to speak, but she didn’t. The room filled with awkward silence. When confused, Carina always stared at both of us and tucked her bottom lip in. 

“We were at Aunt Camilla’s,” I said, looking at Megan for her approval to tell our story. “Meg asked for permission to stay over so we could all go to the game. She got mad, like really mad, and started yelling and charging at us both.” It was only a slight exaggeration. Carina shook her head in disgust.

“Go on,” she ordered.

“She came out of her room with a piece of wood, like a two-by-four or something, and hit Megan in the mouth,” I said, nodding in Megan’s direction. “I had to defend her. She knocked her teeth out.” 

“Yeah, I can see that. How can someone knock their own child’s teeth out?”

“I don’t want to go back home,” Megan replied, now more vulnerable than ever. 

“No, you shouldn’t, at least until everything dies down. What about Grandma Merris?”

“I don’t know. She’d likely let me stay there for a few days, but my mom won’t be happy about it,” Megan replied.

“I’ll call your grandma, see what she says. Then I’ll talk to your mother. Let’s try not to be too worried about it. Let’s enjoy the rest of the evening as a family.” The remaining weekend passed rapidly. Megan and I both procrastinated returning home for as long as possible. Inevitably, we both had to go to our respective homes and face the music. 

Surely Mama would’ve called Aunt C’s by now if she had heard any news. I wasn’t sure what would happen next. I wonder if she had told anyone about the incident, and if so, had she told the truth? She could’ve easily blamed us for what happened, leaving out the fact that she attacked Megan with a two-by-four.
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That Sunday evening, Megan and I reluctantly trudged to the halfway point before going our separate ways. We declined Aunt C’s offer for a ride home, not wanting to risk Mama or Aunt Camilla seeing us in Aunt C’s car. We would say we were at Grandma’s the entire time. Admitting to having been at Aunt C’s would only add fuel to the fire. 

The sun had set, and I figured by the time I got home, Mama would sit in her recliner, watching the news, having a glass of wine. The old porch steps creaked as I placed one foot in front of the other, then made my way across the porch.

I slipped through the doorway, turning my back and closing it gingerly. A flicker of light bounced off the walls from the hall nightlight, a sign that Mama may have been in bed. Thank God, I thought, inhaling a sharp breath. 

I swept the room with my eyes as they adjusted to the dim lighting. Quietly, I tiptoed across the living room, turned into the hallway, and continued toward my room. Without warning, something or someone grabbed me by the back of my shirt, causing a loud yelp to erupt from my mouth. 

“Shut up,” Mama said sternly, still holding the back of my shirt. “Sit down,” she muttered through clenched teeth, guiding me towards the living room and pushing me onto the couch with a thud. 

“What?” I said, still shocked at her unexpected greeting. She turned on a lamp, and I could see through the redness in her face, the tightness in her jaw, that something was wrong. Shit. “Getting a little big for your britches, eh?” 

“Britches?” I repeated, feigning ignorance. “Emery Shavon. This is not a fucking joke!” She roared. By now, she was standing over me, pointing at my face. I leaned to one side, avoiding her extended finger. “I’m not playing this game with you. Now, either you come down to earth with the rest of us, or this little game you’ve been playing is coming to a screeching halt.”

“Okay,” I said grudgingly. “But what did I do?” She ignored my question. 

“What the hell happened at my sister’s house the other day? What did you and Megan do to her?”

“I—we—,” I stammered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Cut the bullshit!” She screamed at me. “I want to know what happened. She came over here saying the two of you jumped her.” Before I could reply, Mama continued. “I know my sister. She doesn’t always tell the truth, but I know something happened, or she wouldn't have bothered to tell me. So, what is it?” 

I cleared my throat. What the hell should I say? Was she testing me? Had she heard it from someone else and was trying to get the full details? A surge of confusion rose in my body. Megan and I rehearsed the scenario several times, but the script I had prepared was failing me.

“Nothing happened. What do you mean?” Mama grabbed me by the front of the shirt now, shaking me.

“I’m not playing, Emery. What happened? She has a black eye, a shiner, and a busted lip. She said you and Megan attacked her because you wouldn’t let you bring your little boyfriends over.” I laughed aloud. 

“What?” I said, scoffing at her. “What boyfriends? And nobody touched her. Neither of us did.” I wanted so much to tell her about the wooden chair leg she had used as a dental tool, but knew that wasn’t a good idea. 

“What did you do to her?” She repeated. 

“Nothing. I swear.” She glared at me long and hard. This was nerve wracking, but I wasn’t throwing myself or Megan under the bus. I was ready to face the consequences of regardless of what was to come. I would confess to nothing that would worsen Megan’s toxic predicament. “She’s crazy,” I said, laughing and shaking my head. “And you believed her? Come on, Mama. What reason would I have to hit my aunt? Beyond that, a conversation about boyfriends visiting never happened.”

“She said she caught your little boyfriends there and put them out. That’s when the two of you ganged up on her.” Though she didn’t say it, I could tell by the tone of her voice that her belief in her sister’s story was diminishing.

“I mean, look at me, Mom, don’t you think if we’d jumped her, she would’ve fought back? Wouldn't I have a scratch, a mark, a bruise, something?” She loosened her grip but said nothing. 

“You didn't touch her?” she hissed. 

“NO!” I said firmly, and with that, Mama walked away, shut the living room lamp off, and scurried to her bedroom in the dark, leaving me to sit in the dark with my thoughts. When she was out of earshot, I blew out a long, exaggerated breath and shook my head. Megan would call soon, once Grandma had gone to sleep. I had to tell her everything that had just happened. 

I checked the kitchen telephone and ensured the ringer was quiet, then checked the other phones in the house and silenced them as well. When Megan called, Mama would be none the wiser. I headed to the basement and turned on the TV, flipping through channels, anticipating Megan’s call. 

Megan called at 11 pm every night. It was our nightly ritual. Mama was strict about the phone. Megan stayed at Grandma’s some nights because there was no home phone at her house. Grandma was more lenient about Megan’s phone privileges, but the last thing I needed was for her to listen in on our call. That was too dangerous. The telephone lit up at 11:03 pm, indicating an incoming call. I picked it up swiftly, hearing Megan’s hurried and hushed voice on the other end.

“Hey, it’s me,” Megan whispered. “I’m at Grandma’s.” 

“Grandma’s? Good, glad you didn’t go home.”

“No, there’s no way. It would’ve been bad.” 

“Oh my gosh,” I murmured. “I came into the house and Mama snatched me up, asking me all kinds of questions about what happened the other day.”

“Don’t tell her shit, Em.”

“I didn’t,” I said. “What’d Grandma say? She knows?” 

“Yeah,” she said, sighing. “I denied it, but she knew better. She said she won’t tell anyone, but that your mom had been over there earlier today, asking all kinds of questions. Say nothing,” she repeated.

“I’m not,” I assured her once more. “I won’t. We’ll talk tomorrow.” I changed the subject, not wanting my mother to pick up one of the other phones and hear anything more. “I’ll see you at school?” I said, more as a question than a statement. 

“Yeah,” Megan whispered. And with that, the line became silent. I stared at the phone for a few seconds, contemplating sleeping in the basement, but thought better of it. The rest of the school week was uneventful. Megan hadn’t gone to school the entire week, which was understandable given her two missing front teeth. I hadn’t mentioned it during our nightly phone calls, but assumed Grandma would take care of it somehow. 

Dreaded anticipation hung in the air. I assumed Mama was going to forbid me from going to my usual weekend hangout spot that upcoming weekend. Forbid me from going anywhere, for that matter. To my surprise, I came home from school that Friday afternoon to find the house empty. I looked around for a trace of instructions scribbled on an envelope like she often did when she planned on leaving for the weekend, but there was nothing. It was unusual, and I took this as an opportunity to scramble. 
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I grabbed the usual weekend items— a couple of changes of clothes, hygiene essentials, and my journal. This trip needed extra packing, however. Because of Mama’s frequent parties and card games, there was always an abundance of alcohol. Sometimes she sold drinks as a way to make a little extra money during her card games. Cans of beer and wine coolers still lined the refrigerator, along with various mixed drinks in pitchers. 

Entering the kitchen, I glanced around to make sure Mama hadn’t suddenly returned. Slinging my overnight bag in front of me, I placed five wine coolers and five tall beers into my bag, tucking them carefully below a thick pair of sweatpants. 

Next, I found an empty soda container and filled the entire can with whiskey I’d found stored in the side door of the fridge. I shook the bottle to distribute the alcohol and Pepsi, then slipped outside to place the mixture into my bag hidden in the grill. Mama would never even notice that the alcohol was gone. 

I zipped the bag and proceeded outside through the rear entrance. On the back porch was our barbecue grill, encased in a vinyl zip-up cover. Unzipping the cover, I lifted the grill hood and placed the bag containing the clothes and alcohol. That was both the blessing and the curse of having a mother who drank a lot. She was observant and steadfast while sober. Mid-intoxication and post-intoxication, not so much. I did not know how liquor would affect me. Whenever my mama had visitors and drinks, they all seemed to enjoy themselves. I wanted to see what all the fun was about.

After locking the back door behind me, I lifted the grill lid and retrieved my bag. Slinging my overnight bag over my shoulder, I dashed down the driveway and toward the halfway point where I would meet up with Megan. Adrenaline coursed through my veins. I had just walked out of the house with alcohol unnoticed. When Megan came into view, walking toward me with her overnight bag in tow, I picked the pace up, rushing to share my treasure with her. Megan’s giddiness only sent a second jolt of adrenaline through my system. We walked the remaining way to Aunt Carina’s together, singing Gin and Juice by Snoop Doggy Dogg.

“You know who hates this song? My mom!” Megan said, sneering. “And guess who doesn’t care? Me!”

“Rolling down the street smoking indo.... sipping on gin and juice...” Megan and I broke out into a bellow that would’ve made both of our mother’s curse. Making our way up to Aunt C’s, we knocked on the door with a thud. Carina opened the door, oblivious to our plan to get drunk as soon as she fell asleep. 

“I’m turning in for the night, Em. I’ll see your smiling faces in the morning,” she said. I looked at the hallway clock. Ten p.m. Perfect. By the time the alcohol took effect, she would be in a deep slumber, unaware of anything going on just a floor beneath her.

“She’s going to asleep,” I stated to the group after returning to the basement. The others showed their satisfaction, and we set out pouring cups of the sweet brown liquid. Teagan had gone through the trouble of retrieving cups for our drinking endeavor. 

“Now,” Teagan said, holding a red Silo cup with one hand and waving his other hand like Vanna White. “I’m only doing this because I would much rather the three of you drink in the confines of the house than go elsewhere.” His professional-sounding speech contrasted with his usual demeanor. Megan, Tierra, and I looked back and forth between one another, wondering if his speech was genuine or worthy of a laugh. It was hard telling with Teagan.

“Pour up,” Teagan said cheerfully, dipping his red plastic cup into a bucket of ice he had retrieved just before Megan and I arrived. Teagan took it open himself to ration out the liquor. He poured each of us a serving based on how much he believed we could tolerate and then topped it off with a couple of splashes of Pepsi. 

“Before anyone takes a sip,” he continued, “let’s make a toast.” The four of us formed a circle while Teagan adjusted the volume on the TV. He intentionally turned the volume up to drown out the sounds of our drinking shenanigans.

Our drinking games became somewhat of a ritual. I’d sneak the alcohol when I could, Megan would steal the juice and cups, sometimes ice when possible, and we’d make our way to the meeting place. As the weather grew warmer, Carina would stay up later, sometimes sitting outside on the porch past dark, her and Taffy enjoying the approaching warm weather. Drinking there became too risky. 

We decided to meet on the baseball field of a nearby park. There would be no spectators around late in the evening. We formed a circle on the dusty field, oblivious to the stains our pants would have in the morning. 

“So, what’s this toast for?” I asked, holding my red plastic cup in my left hand.

“To not playing truth or dare with Teagan ever again!” Tierra shouted, and with that, we threw back a double-sized shot of the clear liquid that burned my throat. I thought I would vomit. The clear liquid gagged me. I didn’t like the taste of it, but didn’t want to miss out on the fun. One after the other, we gulped down the liquid. Megan lay on her back and erupted in laughter.

“What’s she laughing at?” I said to no one in particular.

“This bitch is drunk,” Tierra replied, giggling. 

“Bitch, you’re drunk. You drank more than I did, and you can’t handle your liquor, anyway,” Megan retorted. I had never seen her that intoxicated. It was hilarious and concerning at the same time. The morning after, I woke in a daze and looked around the room at the rest of the group. Everyone was still asleep except for Teagan. I noticed he wasn’t in his bed and could hear him rummaging around on the other side of the room. I had a massive headache. When I tried to get out of bed, the room spun. Teagan must’ve noticed my plight.

“Lie back down,” he directed. “I’ll bring you water and Tylenol.” I complied, saying nothing else—no wonder the others were still sleeping. Teagan was older and had more time to get used to the effects. He returned a couple of minutes later with the Tylenol and water as promised. He lifted the cup to my lips as I sat up and strained my neck. 
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That evening, Megan called me at our usual time. “Listen,” she said intently. “I have something to tell you. But you can’t tell anyone. I mean, not a soul,” she emphasized before I could reply.

“Ok,” I said, “What is it?” Megan cleared her throat. Silence lingered at the opposite end of the line. “Hello?” I said, thinking the line had gone dead.

“Yeah,” she said. 

“What is it?” I repeated. 

“I found out why Aunt C is always sleeping and doesn’t feel good half the time.” 

“And?” 

“She’s sick. Really sick.” 

“What do you mean?” I said, concern rising in my voice.

“I mean, she has like cancer or something.”

“Wait,” I said, scoffing. “Are you kidding me? Because this isn’t funny, Meg.”

“I wish I were. It’s no joke. She’s sick. Teagan slipped up and told me the other night after you fell asleep. Well, he didn’t exactly tell me,” she corrected. I picked up the phone and heard him talking to his girlfriend. He said something like ‘ever since his mom got sick’....”

“Are you sure? I mean, we had been drinking again, and....”

“I’m positive, Emery. One hundred percent. I heard him clear as day.”

“So, what else did he say?”

“He said something about how she can’t work as much anymore and how when she’s home, all she does is sleep. I don’t know what’s wrong, but I didn’t want him to know I’d been eavesdropping, so I rolled over and pretended like I hadn’t heard anything.” I took a long breath. 

“I just can’t imagine she would go through that and not tell us.”

“Well, you know her. She doesn’t want to worry anyone. I don’t know what to say now. I want to tell her I care, but I’m not supposed to know.” 

“Yeah,” I said. 

“I have an idea, though. I’ll say something to Teagan. Tell him how worried I am about her. See if he tells the secret. If that doesn’t work, I guess I’ll have to ask her flat out.”

“That’s the best way to go,” I said. That night, I tossed and turned in my bed, thinking about the horrible news I’d heard. Tears welled up in my eyes, but I tilted my head back, trying to keep my composure until we heard the news from the source. The plan Megan and I formed to get the news out of Teagan never came to fruition. Carina beat us to the punch. The following Friday, Aunt Carina sat down with me and Megan, claiming she had something vital to discuss. 

“We’re moving. To Indianapolis,” she said, searching my eyes. For a few moments, I sat still, unsure of whether this was a cruel joke or a sad reality. A piece of me realized she wouldn’t make a joke of this magnitude. 

“What?” escaped my lips. 

“I hesitated to tell you because I know you and Megan have been going through enough. I couldn’t prolong it any longer.” Tears stung my eyes. 

“But-” I protested. “Why?”

“Well, there’s been a lot going on with my health. I’m getting older, and I can’t do some things. I have some family in Indy. A couple of my sisters live there, and they can help.”

“But you have us, and Teagan, and Tierra, and....”

“I know, Em. But unfortunately, you are teenagers. You can’t be responsible for adults. It’s not your job. I’m going to be fine.”

“What’s wrong, Aunt C? I mean, what’s really wrong?” I said, chin to chest, no longer able to look her in the face. She sighed but ignored my question.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she finished for me. “We can still talk whenever you want. If your mother allows it, you can visit during summer break. Whenever you’d like.”

“But how will I get there, Aunt C? She won’t drive me. I’ll never see you all again,” 

“You will,” she emphasized. “We will be here often to visit. I’ll even write letters if it will make you feel better. Send pictures, whatever.” I stood with my chin pressed to my chest, tears now falling freely onto the floor. 

“Don’t,” Carina ordered. “I’m very sad myself. I’m going to miss you and Meg so much. You two are so precious to me.” Aunt C drew me in for a warm hug, and I sobbed into her shoulder. She smelled of her signature perfume and the smell of something sweet, like baked goods. She patted my back. 

“Will you come for dinner on Sunday? I’ll make your favorite meal.” I pulled away, nodding. “I’ll need help with packing as well. You know I have enough stuff for three families.” I managed a light chuckle. That night, I returned home to find Mama in her usual spot, sleeping soundly. She still had her shoes on. A smile formed on my face as I saw her asleep. That prevented me from being flooded with accusations and questions. 

I slipped past her and glided down the hallway to the bathroom, where I flipped the light on and stared at my reflection. My face was red and puffy. It was evident that I had been crying. I’m glad Mama didn’t see me, I thought. She would do nothing to ease my pain and would make it worse at that. 
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Fall swooped in like a hawk. For weeks now, I had been sneaking liquor from Mama’s refrigerator and liquor cabinet, sometimes filling up soda bottles with as much liquor as I could manage. Mama hadn’t noticed. Not yet. I understood it was just a matter of time before she caught on. Yet still I couldn’t pass up the opportunity. 

Teagan, Tierra, Megan, and I had our weekend routine. The small amount of alcohol I could steal wasn’t enough for us, but Teagan’s girlfriend was older and had friends who could legally purchase alcohol. We would meet up at Carina’s house, compare our stash, and make our way to the corner store to buy juice or soda we could drink to chase our alcohol.

One Friday evening, as the fall football season was in full swing, we deviated from the standard plan. “We’re not going to the game tonight,” Teagan announced.

“What do you mean?” Tierra asked, narrowing her eyes skeptically. 

“I have an idea,” he replied. “We tell Mom we’re going to the game, but we’re going to walk together as a group. There’s a party out in Mt. Zion,” he said, referring to a village just outside of Decatur.

That night, although undoubtedly one of the most fun nights I ever experienced as a teen, ended in disaster. The party we’d attended ended abruptly when neighbors called the police and reported underage drinking. Megan, Tierra, Teagan, and I were forced to scramble away without a clear way to get home. We took a ride from someone Teagan barely knew and by the time I’d got into the car, I was way more intoxicated than I intended. 

When the driver of the car halted in the alley behind Carina’s house, the dizziness began to diminish. I’m fine now, I thought, trying to gain my composure. Teagan, Tierra, and Megan stumbled out of the car before me.

“Come on,” Megan whispered to me. The driver turned to look at me impatiently.

“I’m coming.” But I didn’t move. The tiniest movement of my head made me queasy, my gut churning agonizingly. I heard whispering amongst the others, the driver beckoning Teagan and the girls to get me out of the car. Suddenly, Teagan clutched me around my waist, swearing and causing a commotion, as he always did. Once out of the car, the driver quickly pulled away. 

Megan and Tierra flanked me, holding me by my elbows, guiding me toward the house. Teagan forced his way through the window. Just wait for the knock. No, through the back door. He would let us in the back door. Drunken thoughts raced through my mind. I stumbled and realized I had little control over my limbs. Tierra and Megan continued to guide me, but without warning, I doubled over and wrenched the contents of my stomach. 

“Shit,” I heard Teagan exclaim from inside the door. The vomiting was awful. A terrible scorching sensation came over my throat and mouth, and I continued to vomit even though there was nothing left in my stomach.

“Get her inside,” Teagan ordered. “Before mom wakes up.” 

“It’s too late,” a voice behind him remarked. I froze, standing between Tierra and Megan, minuscule drops of vomit still clinging to my lower lip. My legs were unsteady. A pounding sensation rippled across my temples. Aunt Carina flipped on the back porch light. “Go pick her up. Bring her inside.” 

Teagan did as told, flinging me over his shoulder, then Megan and Tierra stood back, unsure of what to do. Not having to walk was a huge relief. Teagan carried me down the steps, each step careful and labored, and laid me across his bed. Megan and Tierra followed suit, flopping onto Tierra’s bed next to one another. I could hear Carina talking to Teagan in the distance. 

“I’ll deal with you in the morning!” she said, raising her voice. That was uncharacteristic of Carina. I couldn’t recall her ever raising her voice. I was too sick to listen to the entire conversation. Too dizzy to defend any of us. I woke during the night with the same sensation that made me throw up in the backyard. 

For a moment, I was unsure of where I was, how I’d got there, until everything flooded back into my memory. I grabbed a wastebasket near the bed and began hurling again, my entire body lurching forward. The taste of bile and fruit juice filled my mouth, and the smell of vomit filled my nostrils. The cycle continued for hours. I would sleep for a while, wake up to throw up, then go back to sleep.

When I awoke, the rest of the crew was assembled on the couch, looking as though they were having a meeting of sorts. I stood, experiencing the same lightheadedness that had come over me the previous night. What time was it? I was certain it was Saturday. But how long had I slept? Everyone else was still in their bedclothes. I made my way toward the others, shuffling my feet and settling for the armchair. No one said a word. There were no jokes, no laughter, no greetings. Nothing. Finally, Megan spoke.


“You okay?”  I nodded my head, although I didn’t really feel okay. Teagan spoke up. “Em, we’re fucked.”



“What do you mean?” I said, staring at the floor. I had to pee, and my mouth and throat were on fire.

“Mom is pissed. You were so sick we almost called 911.”

“What,” I croaked. Tierra eyed me. “Yeah, dude. You looked like death. I think you threw up at least ten times. Mom said you might have alcohol poisoning.” Shit. I knew Carina would be furious. A wave of regret and embarrassment washed over me.

“Will you get me some water?” I asked Megan. She hesitated but returned from the kitchen with a glass full of ice-cold water.

“She knows you’re up now. She’s on her way.” Carina came thudding down the stairs, her footsteps heavy and foreboding. She stood in the center of the TV area, looking back and forth at each of us. 

“Well,” she said, folding her hands behind her back. “It looks like you had enough fun to last you the rest of the year.” No one moved or said a word. She lectured us, each of us, scolding Teagan for being the oldest and having known better, lectured us about having her sit at the school waiting, worried. Her voice grew increasingly loud, which caused my temples to pound even harder.

“Emery, Megan. I have to tell your mamas. I’m sorry, it’s not that I want to see either of you get in trouble, but because it’s the right thing to do.” Megan and I both nodded in unison. A giant lump formed in my throat, and the all too familiar butterflies in my stomach fluttered to life. 

Although getting in trouble with Mama was the last thing I wanted, I was more worried about Megan—perhaps even Mason. Camilla’s anger could end up being directed at Mason only because he was there. This would be the second time in less than a month that the two of us had gotten into trouble together. 

Carina gave me a couple of aspirin, told me to take a cold shower, and then Megan and I home. Wisely, she asked me to stay at her house while she dropped Megan off, then returned to pick me up. My heart pounded in my chest knowing that Megan was getting verbally or physically hurt, possibly both. 

When we arrived at my house, Mama was sitting outside, waiting. Carina must’ve already called her. That must’ve been an awkward conversation with the two of them rarely speaking to one another. I waited for Aunt Carina to pull away before speaking. Mama stood to face me.

“Mama, I’m sorry. It’s nothing you’ll ever have to worry about again.”

“Yes, I know that, Emery, because you will not be going over there for a very long time.” A mixture of fear and anger rose in my chest. They were moving soon. I had to spend as much time there as possible. It was crucial. My protests only made her raise her voice even more. 

“Like I said many times before, there’s no supervision there and not a single person with any morals. You won’t be going there anymore.” I rolled my eyes just enough that Mama didn’t notice, but my facial expression showed my irritation. “Do you have something you want to say?” she said caustically.

“They’re moving soon, Mama. I need to say goodbye before they leave.”

“Moving, huh? That’s good because I’m frankly sick of hearing her name over and over,” she said, her voice growing louder and more intense.

“What is it you have against her, huh?” Mom stared at me. Her eye twitched, but she held her gaze. “She’s the closest thing to an aunt I have.” She flinched, and the slight movement made her appeared to be holding back something. There was something there. Something she was hiding. Mama cleared her throat.

“She is your aunt.”

“Yes, she’s always treated me like—”

“No,” she interrupted. “She’s your biological aunt. My sister.” For a moment, I said nothing. Didn’t respond, didn’t ask her to clarify. I said nothing. When the force of what she had just said hit me, I stood emotionless. I was numb, attempting to process what I had just heard. 

“Huh?” I said, although I was sure I had heard her right the first time.

“You heard me, Emery. She’s my sister. We haven’t spoken since she and your dad- well, since they betrayed me.” I stood in stunned silence, a mountain of emotions flooding me, as a kaleidoscope of my life events came together in a flurry. It made sense now. The way she loved and cared for me and Megan. We were related by blood. I was not only her stepdaughter, but her niece. The rivalry between her and Mama suddenly seemed logical. The stories I’d heard as a kid, the bullying. It all made sense. 

“You know now. What you choose to do with it is up to you. I’m done.” And with that, she walked away, down the hall to her room, and shut the door. 

That night, I tossed and turned, thoughts racing through my head, replaying scenarios from my childhood. How was this possible? Aunt Carina, my mom’s sister? How did that even happen? It was surreal. I now understood why Mama held a grudge against her. 

But how did it even come about? Should I ask Aunt Carina? Would she tell me? Would she take offense or get angry? Be ashamed? And my dad.... Oh God, this was too much. Mama’s bitterness about my dad’s infidelity was clearer, and that could further explain why she had preconceived notions about Aunt Carina’s household.

Yet again, why had she never stopped me from going there if she really believed such things? A part of her must’ve known that Carina loved and cherished me. Growing up, Mama said my father had gone to another state for a job opportunity and never came back. She had always spoken bitterly of him. Only knowing Mama’s side of the family had left me with a profound emptiness, a deep longing for something that I couldn’t quite explain. 

When I asked Mama about him, it usually resulted in hastily spewed words and more questions than answers. My questions would spring to my consciousness at random times. A classmate at school would mention his or her dad coming home late from work, a family outing, or any slight mention of something fatherly, and I my thoughts reverberated back to the father I had never known. Mama’s unclear replies left me feeling confused and baffled. Lying in bed with memories pouring through, I remembered a conversation I’d had with Uncle Remi one time.

Remi was a good friend of Mama’s. I had called him Uncle Remi since I was a small child. One Friday evening while one of Mama’s card games were in full swing, I answered a ring at the door to see Remi standing at the door holding a twelve-pack of beer. 

“Em!” he said, his words slurred, indicating he had already been drinking. He gave me a side hug with his available arm. 

“Uncle Remi,” I replied. His eyes were bloodshot and his breath smelled strongly of alcohol. He stepped in, his gait was staggered. He reeked of smoke. 

“Everybody’s downstairs,” I said, nodding toward the basement staircase, although I’m sure he would know to follow the sound of music and laughter. Uncle Remi and I had always been close. He was like an older brother.

“How’s school going?” Uncle Remi asked, cracking open a second bottle of Michelob. 

“Good. A’s and B’s.” 

“Ah,” he said between slurps. “You’re a smart girl. Just like your daddy.” I looked at him pensively. It was the first time I remembered him bringing up my dad. 

“You knew him?” I asked curiously.

“Of course. He was like a brother to me. Your Mama loved that fool.” 

“Fool?” I repeated with a nervous chuckle. 

“Yeah, he was as smart as a whip with the books and numbers, but he thought with his dick, I’m afraid.” 

“Ugh!” I grunted, disgusted at Uncle Remi’s comment. 

“Oh, give me a break, kid, you’re a teenager now. Don’t act like you haven’t said worse.” 

“Not when speaking about my dad,” I retorted. He went on. 

“Yeah, well, your Mama doesn’t put up with much, as I’m sure you know. They just didn’t work out. Your daddy headed up north, near Chicago, if I’m not mistaken.” Just like that, Uncle Remi disappeared downstairs, into the basement, to join the rest of the crowd. His words stung. After that, I didn’t bother to ask Mama about my father again, well aware that her answers would be laced with cynicism. 

A thought occurred to me. Did Tierra, Teagan, and Megan know about the situation? Had they all been conspiring to keep this a secret? I had never felt so lost in my life. I wasn’t sure how to approach the topic with Carina. I felt defeated. Before sunrise, I lay awake in my bed, weighing my options. I had to say something. But how? Would Aunt Carina be angry with me? Angry with Mama? Should I even care if she was? The uncertainties caused an explosive headache. 

Later that week, I walked to Aunt Carina’s without Mama’s knowledge. The entire way there, my mind raced. Not only was this going to be a complex discussion, but if Mama found out I’d been there, I would be in more trouble. When I arrived, the front door to her home was slightly ajar. 

I knocked and entered, where Aunt Carina was sitting in her usual seat, half asleep. I felt a slight pang of guilt for intruding on her with her health declining and all, but there was no way I could contain my questions. I had to know. I stood in the doorway, staring blankly, unsure of where to start and how to say it. Her eyes fluttered open.
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