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Dear Reader:


Amazing is the only word that can truly describe this novel, Silent Cry by Dywane D. Birch. In Beneath the Bruises, Birch gave us an eagle’s eye view of what happens when a woman, Syreeta, endures years and years of domestic violence. Now, in its sequel, K’wan, the son of Syreeta and her abusive husband, Randall, struggles with dealing with the effects that the abuse has on him and his four younger brothers.


Too many women honestly believe that remaining in an abusive marriage for the sake of the children, suffering so that they can have a father in the household, is going to benefit the kids in the long run. Not at all. K’wan ends up in the system with a lot of other young men whose tempers also get the best of them when they attempt to save females not willing to save themselves. This is one of the most powerful novels that I have ever read because the message is so deep. Silent Cry needs to be used in juvenile institutions, domestic violence counseling centers and in women’s prisons across the globe. Domestic violence has become an epidemic and a horrific cycle of chaos, heartache, and toxic results.


    As always, I appreciate the support of myself and the authors that I publish under Strebor Books. We try our best to bring you cutting-edge literature from powerful and diverse voices. Please visit www.Zanestore.com for a complete list of our titles. I can be found on Facebook at www.Facebook.com/AuthorZane and on Twitter @planetzane. Thanks for the love.


Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books International


www.streborbooks.com
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This book is dedicated to Kyle Warren for being an inspiration! Even when the storms were raging in your life, you kept the faith, you persevered, and you continued to soar, never giving up on your dreams. May the world continue to be a better place with you in it!
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2010


“Your Honor, given all of the extenuating circumstances in this case, we ask that the charges of possession of a deadly weapon and attempted murder against my client, K’wan Taylor, be dismissed. Given the testimony from expert witnesses, and by his mother’s own account, my client lived in a home of violence. He feared that one day his father would kill his mother and the night of the incident he believed that fear would come true. Over the years, my client has overheard threats made against his mother by the victim and he has seen bruises on his mother as a result of that violence in the home. And there is one documented incident that resulted in aggravated assault charges and a restraining order being executed against the victim.


“K’wan has no history of severe mental illness nor does he have any history of delinquent behavior. What happened is a tragedy, your Honor. This whole experience has been extremely traumatic for both my client and his family. What he did was done in an act of desperation to protect his mother during a domestic violence situation in which she was being strangled by the victim. In this case, his father.”




One


Sometimes I wish I were dead. There, I said it! And, no, I’m not suicidal. I’m too much of a punk to actually kill myself. And I could never do that to my mom or my brothers, anyway. They are the only people I truly love. Still, the thought of one day not waking up lingers in the back of my mind. Death to me would be the ultimate freedom. I toy with its possibilities. Fantasize about its finality. Yet, no matter how much I wish for it, no matter how many times I dream of it, death doesn’t come. Instead, I awaken still breathing, still chained, still hoping to be free. Free from this anger that burns deep inside of me. Free from my mom’s screams that still haunt me in my sleep. Free from my father’s blood that has been stained on my hands by the knife that I plunged into his back and side. But I don’t share any of this with anyone. I keep it to myself—locked away from nosey counselors and busybody social workers and strange-looking psychiatrists trying to be all up in my business—attempting to get all up in my head, probing and prodding to get me to open up.


That’s what they expect you to do here. Talk. Talk about your past, about the things that have hurt you. Talk about your present, about the things that bother you in the here and now. Talk about your future, about the things you hope to be different.


Talk.


Talk.


Talk.


For what? To explore my anger? To face my fears? To fill their space with words about how I feel and about what I want? So they can talk about me behind my back? So they can have secret meetings to discuss me? Maybe I don’t know what I want, maybe I do. It’s not their business. So why should I allow any of them inside my head? Why should I talk about my fears? I’ve already faced them. Why should I talk to any of them about my anger? I know why I’m angry. I don’t need them or anyone else to help me figure out what I already know. I wanna be left alone.


So, no, I am not talking. I refuse to give them what they want. Before everything in my life fell apart, no one was concerned about what I wanted. No one was interested in hearing what I had to say. So why should anyone care now? All any of these people here need to know about me is what others have already told them, or what’s written on paper. My name is K’wan Taylor; I am fourteen and the oldest of five brothers; my address and zip code are synonymous to gated communities and pretenses. Before the police, and court hearings, and detention center, I attended a prestigious private school; I played on the Lacrosse team and was a straight-A student in an advanced honors program with mostly juniors and seniors. I still am—a straight-A student, that is.


But it doesn’t take brains to know that this is not where I need to be. And it shouldn’t take much for these so-called educated and trained professionals to realize that I am not interested in hearing anything they have to say. They, the treatment team staff here—a buncha clueless people who sit around making decisions about what they think is best for me when they don’t know crap about me—know that my parents are divorced (finally!); that behind the closed doors of our big, fancy house, he used to beat my Mom—never in front of me and my brothers, though—well, not really; and not all the time. Not that any of that makes a difference. Because my brothers and I still heard and we still lived our lives in fear.


“What were you most fearful of?” a social worker at YDC—the youth detention I was in, once asked me. I tilted my head and stared at her. That he would kill her. I opened my mouth to speak, but the words would not follow. What I wanted to say, what I heard in my head, somehow got lost in the mix of my own anxiety of having to relive the idea, the frightening promise, that one day I would wake up, or come home from school, and my mom would be dead; that his big hands would have squeezed the life out of her. And my brothers and I would be motherless. The words became stuck in the back of my throat. So I closed my mouth, folded my arms across my chest and sat in defiant silence. Still, they know that my charges of possession of a weapon and attempted murder were downgraded to aggravated assault for stabbing him. And that I am here.


But what they don’t know is that many times (when my parents were arguing or times I felt something bad was going to happen) I would sneak out of my bed and tiptoe down to their bedroom and press my ear up against their door—listening and waiting, holding my breath. That I would stand there, sometimes, for what felt like hours.


They don’t know that I would quietly turn the doorknob to peek in, but it would always be locked. They don’t know that I would often hear my mom’s muffled cries and pleas for him to stop; that I would hear her begging him to keep his voice down, then the next day she would act like everything was okay. She would go through her cooking and cleaning and running his errands and tending to me and my brothers, never complaining; most times smiling. But none of them know that I know—that I’ve always known, she was pretending. She was hiding bruises. And not always the ones on her arms, or face, or shoulders, or back. I’m talking about the ones that chipped away at her character. The ones that made her think it was okay to make excuses for them.


My mom always said, even when I was, like seven, that I was much older and wiser than my age. That I didn’t act or think like most kids my age. I still don’t. I see beyond the surface of everything. And I saw the bruises, even when there were none. The invisible scars—the ones that had been sliced into her spirit were the ones most frightening to me, even more than the ones I could see. Image has been important to her. How people perceived her, us, has always mattered. Maybe not so much now, but in the past it was. We had to always look good in the eyes of others. God help us if anyone ever saw how screwed up our picture-perfect world really was.


Still, I don’t share crap with these people about my hurts or my pains or my fears. I don’t tell them how angry I am at her for letting that man move back in when everything was going fine with him not being there. I don’t tell them how much I hate him. How bad I wanted to kill him. How I wanted him dead. And I still do. No, these things I keep to myself.


I sit and stare and blink at them, waiting for them all to disappear. I pretend to be invisible to them. And I am. Yes, they see me in the physical sense. My body is here; the shell of my existence. But, that’s it.


I do not speak. I do not share. I do not allow them a glimpse into my soul. Nor allow them the opportunity to peel me apart and dissect me, slicing me into tiny little pieces so that they can put me under a microscope, inspect me, then try to put me back together again. No, there is no need for that.


I am not crazy.


I am broken.




Two


“Is Daddy coming back home?”


“Why? Do you want him to?”


“No.”


Why not?


“Because I don’t like him.”


“That’s not a nice thing to say about your father.”


“He hits you and makes you cry.”


“Your father doesn’t mean to hurt me . . . . He doesn’t know how to handle his anger when he gets upset . . . your father and I have to work on some things before he can come home.”


“I heard him yell at you and say nasty, mean things to you. I’m scared he might hurt you really bad. And then we won’t have a mommy. I don’t want him to hurt you anymore. Can he just stop hitting you and being mean to you?”


“I won’t let him.”


“You promise, Mommy?”


“I promise.”


Promises, promises! I hate when people make promises they can’t keep. Promises they have no intentions of keeping. And I hate myself for being no different from any of them! Then, again, promises are made to be broken, right? I promise. I repeat the words in my head and feel my chest tighten. I promise. I close my eyes and try to steady my breathing.


Inhale.


Exhale.


Press my eyes shut tighter.


I am ten again.


My eight-year-old brother, Kyle, and I are peeking out of our bedroom window. Red and blue lights are swirling and flashing. We count three police cars. The neighbors are looking out of their doors, and peering out of windows, waiting. Kyle and I hold hands, also waiting. Still, afraid to see. And then he appears. Hands cuffed in front of him. He is being taken out of the house by two police officers, barefoot with only his pajama pants on. An ambulance is in the driveway. And then . . .


I open my eyes, blink. Try to bring the images into view. Yet, the rest of that night is one big blur. I take in a deep breath. Close my eyes again. Force myself to remember. It’s the morning after.


Kyle is standing at the foot of Mom’s bed, staring at her face and neck. She puts a hand up to her throat, trying to cover the bruises around her neck. Her lip is swollen. Her right eye is puffy and swollen. I can see his fist, the print—angry and menacing, punched around her eye.


I sit beside her on the edge of the bed and hold my head down. I am angry . . . very angry!


“We saw the police take Daddy last night,” my brother Kyle says. “Did he hurt you?” He sees what I see—the bruises, yet he still asks.


We both watch her, and wait. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”


“I hate him,” I blurt out.


“Who?”


“Daddy.” My nose is flaring. I am opening and closing my fists.


“Don’t talk like that. He is still your father.”


“I don’t care. I still hate him. And I hope he never comes back.”


“Look at me. That is not a nice thing to say. No matter what your father and I are going through, he loves you.”


No matter how many times she said it—“he loves you,” tried to convince me of it, nothing he did felt like love to me. How could he love my brothers, my mom, or me when he spent so much time hurting her, and scaring me?


I blink, blink again. I don’t want to remember. But I don’t want to forget, either. I have to relive this. I can’t escape it.


I feel trapped in this memory.


I blink again.


Shut my eyes, tighter.


Allow my mind to go back.


“Does Daddy love you?” Kyle asks, narrowing his eyes.


“Your father loves me very much.”


“Then why does he hit you?” I ask, feeling my anger boil over.


We watch as her eyes dart around the room. She tries not to look at us. But Kyle and I have cornered her. “Because . . . ” We stare at her, waiting for her to say more. But she can’t. So she doesn’t.


We see tears in her eyes. But she doesn’t want us to see her cry. She gets out of bed. And we watch as she straightens her shoulders, lifts her head, and walks into her bathroom, closing the door behind her and shutting us out.


“Is Mommy going to be okay?” Kyle whispers to me.


“Yes,” I tell him. “She’ll be okay. I’m going to keep her safe.”


“Me too.”


I made a promise to keep her safe. And I couldn’t. I wanted to. But at ten, I simply didn’t know how.


I blame myself.


I hate myself.


He could have killed her. And I can never forgive myself.


I close my eyes, again. I am standing at their door, my ear pressed up against the door. I am thirteen.


“Randy, I think you should leave before things get out of control.”


“I’m not leaving. You leave . . . ”


“And go where at this time of the night?”


“You figure it out. But if you think you can put me out of my own house, you have another thing coming. I’m not going anywhere, not this time.”


“I’m calling the police.”


There’s scuffling, then a slap.


“Ohmygod, I can’t believe you hit me . . . ”


“Well, believe it. It’s what you wanted. You must like being smacked up.”


There is sniffling. “I want you out of the house. You begged me to give us another chance. Promised your sons, and swore to me, that you’d never put your hands on me again. And you’ve hit me! You . . . you promised . . . ”


“Yeah, I did. But guess what, after everything you put me through, promises are made to be broken.”


I snap my eyes open, glancing over at the clock. It’s 3:15 A.M. I place a hand over my eyes. Press my thumb and fingers into my temples. I am fighting back a headache, and fighting back tears that are sure to follow.




Three


I open my eyes. Rub the sleep out of them, then yawn. I have overslept, again. But I am relieved that the nightmares did not disrupt what little sleep I was able to get last night; well, early this morning. I stretch, glancing over at the clock; 8:47 A.M. I have missed breakfast from 7:15 to 8:30. If you miss breakfast, then you have to wait for lunch, which is served from 12:15 to 1:15. I don’t really care about missing breakfast. My stomach is in knots, anyway. I have IPC—Individualized Personal Counseling—that’s what they call it here, at nine o’clock with Mrs. Morgan. She’s not a doctor, but she has a bunch of degrees behind her name. A Licensed Clinical Social Worker, I think.


I have IPC on Tuesday and Thursday mornings. Then right afterward, I am in group for an hour and a half. And on Monday, Wednesday and Fridays, I have school from nine in the morning to three in the afternoon. Then study hall for two hours. Dinner is from 5:15 to 6:30. Seems like that’s all we do here. Shuffle from one appointment to the next. We become robots to their schedule; become puppets dangling by a string of rules and expectations.


This place—Healing Souls, the residential program I’m in—programs you to death. Everyone wants you to participate, to work the program, blah, blah, blah. I wish they’d all leave me alone. I have my good days and bad days here. Some days aren’t as bad as others. Today, it’s horrible. Although on some days, it beats being locked up in the detention center. Being confined in a cell most of the day and having to deal with crazy-acting CO’s who act worse than some of the residents—what we’re called in detention, is enough to drive anyone crazy. But, then there are other days when I’d rather be confined to a cell, away from everyone here. When I really think about it, what’s really the difference between being locked up there or being locked up here? There is none. Either way, I am not given free will to walk out the door and go home. I am still held against my will.


I glance over at the empty bed on the other side of the room, then over at the pile of clothes that fill the corner by the foot of the bed. My roomie, Ja’Meer, is already gone. I’m glad. All he ever does is talk my head off, seemingly unfazed by the fact that—save from an occasional head nod or shrug of the shoulder—I don’t respond back to him. He just wants, maybe needs, someone to listen to him. The way I did. Still, he seems cool enough. He calls me Green Eyes when my eyes are gray. At first I thought he was maybe color blind or something. Then he told me he knows that my eyes are gray, but sometimes they look green so that’s what he’s gonna call me. I almost laughed. Hearing him call me that is kinda funny.


My brow furrows as I climb out of bed. If I were talking, I’d have to confront him about his nasty ways. His side of the room is junky. His bed is unmade and, when they do room inspection today, he’ll be written up for his mess. Not my problem, I think, walking into the bathroom. I am mindful to keep the light off. I take a leak, flush the urinal, then shuffle over to the sink and wash my hands. I avoid looking in the mirror. Avoid its constant reminders of who I was, who I am, and who I may become. My past and my present all wrapped around memories, good and bad; painful and happy. Somewhere buried beneath layers of hurt, there’s happiness. I know there is. But why can’t I dig those recollections up and remember the good times? Why am I only able to summon up the bad?


I blink.


I am home again. Kyle and I are downstairs in the game room, playing PlayStation 2. They are upstairs in the kitchen, above our heads. He is yelling.


“For Christ’s sake, Syreeta! Can’t you do anything right? I asked you to handle one simple task for me. Pick up my suits from the cleaners. And what do you do? Forget! You’re home all day and you can’t even get that right. I don’t know why I even bother with you.”


“Randy, please. The boys. They’ll hear you.”


“Well, maybe they need to hear me. Then they’ll know how useless you are . . . all you want to do is lie around on your fat ass all day, spending up my money. I’m sick of you . . . ”


“I’m not fat.”


“You’re fat if I say you are. And right now you’re a fat, lazy ass!”


“Randy, please don’t call me names.”


“I’ll call you what I want. And if you don’t like it, you can pack your shit and get out!”


Kyle and I look up at the ceiling, frightened. Something breaks, smashes to the floor. We hold our breath. Wait. Then slowly exhale when there is silence.


Kyle has tears in his eyes.


I put my arm around him. “Don’t cry.”


“I can’t help it. I’m scared, K’wan.”


“Don’t be. I’m going to take care of everything.”


“How?”


I shrug, uncertainty unraveling around me. I did not have a plan, but I had to stop him . . . one day. “I don’t know, yet. But you have to trust me, okay?”


Kyle looks up at me. His eyes wet with tears, he slowly nods. I hug him. And he hugs me back. I tell him that we have to be strong for Mommy, for each other. But, how were a ten- and eight-year-old supposed to be strong? How were we supposed to not cry when we had heard more than once him threatening to kill her?


“You think Mommy’s okay?”


“I hope so. You stay here. I’ll go check.”


I hurriedly get up from my seat, dropping my controls to the floor. I take the steps two at a time until I reach the top of the stairs. Quietly, I peer around the corner into the kitchen. There she is, pressed up against a counter. There he is. His large hand around her neck, squeezing.


“I will snap your neck. Do you under—”


“Daddy, please! Don’t hurt Mommy!”


He shoots me a look. “Boy, get back downstairs. Now!”


“But, you’re hurting her,” I beg. I am on the verge of tears.


“I said, get back downstairs!”


Mom gives me a pleading look. There are tears in her eyes as well. My lips quiver. I am so scared for her. “Go on, sweetheart. Listen to your father. Mommy’s okay.”


It is a lie. It is always a lie. I know it is. But I do as I am told. Afraid if I stay I will make things worse. And it will be my fault. But she wasn’t okay. And I left her, anyway.


It’s always my fault.


I blink back to the present. Glance up at my reflection, then quickly shift my eyes away. I do not like what I see. Even in the dimness of the bathroom, I am haunted by the image. I have my mother’s skin tone and her eyes. But I do not see her. My forehead and nose and lips . . . they do not belong to me.


I feel so disconnected.


I do not feel as if I am my own person.


My thoughts, my feelings . . . they do not seem to belong to me, either. And that frightens me.


I remember reading a pamphlet about domestic violence my mom had lying on the counter at home and there was one thing written that sticks in my head and frightens me: “Children who are victims of domestic violence are much more likely to become abusers themselves.”


I repeat this over and over and over in my head. My chest tightens. I am afraid. I don’t want to be an abuser. Do not want to be violent. But I am afraid it is in me.


I run the water, make it as hot as my hands can possibly stand, then lower my face into the sink and splash my face with it. Maybe if I submerge my face, my thoughts, my fears, in water, I will drown out the reflection. Maybe I can wash away the image that keeps staring back at me. The person I do not ever want to be . . . my father.




Four


I am almost anxious to hear what Mrs. Morgan’s going to talk about today, even though I never respond. Every session, she sits and patiently waits; every so often saying something she believes is encouraging.


“Things can get better.” For who? I hear myself thinking every time she says that.


“You’re not in this alone. You have to trust us to help you.”


Sorry, lady, I’m all out of trust. The last person I thought I could trust beat my mother.


“Your family needs for you to get better.”


I’m not sick! I scream in my head.


Each session, I sit and stare at her, emotionless. Even when she smiles at me, I don’t smile back. Still, I kinda like coming to see her, although I don’t tell her this. And I don’t act it. She’s kinda cool, actually. And she’s nice to stare at, even with all of her makeup painted on. Although she’s a little heavy on the lipstick and eyeliner, I can tell she was kinda hot when she was younger. Some of the kids here say she looks like a circus clown. They say a lot of mean things about most of the staff here, but I ignore it. I usually sit and stare at her, wondering what she’d look like now underneath her mask if she removed it; seems like everyone wears some kind of disguise. I wonder what she’s hiding from.


“Good morning, K’wan,” she says when I approach her office door. As always, she wears a wide smile on her face. My eyes zoom in on the wide gap in her teeth. Her lips are painted with an orange-colored lipstick today. It’s kind of hard for me to figure out how old she is since she looks young. But her neck, with its loose skin, makes me think she’s mad old, like in her forties or fifties. I can hear my great-auntie Edie saying, “Good black don’t crack.”


I guess.


She motions for me to come in. I already know to shut the door behind me and take my seat in front of her. She’s grabbing an ink pen from out her penholder as I walk toward her desk, scribbling something on her notepad. The date and time, I’m sure. We both know that today’s session will be like any other session. She will ask me a few questions. We’ll sit and stare at each other for a while, then she’ll break the silence between us with some words of encouragement before telling me my session is over. Then I will get up and leave her office, with her crisp white pages still blank.


“How are you today?”


How the heck do you think I am? I’m stuck here!


I don’t respond. Truth is I’m tired. I was up all night, thinking. And even that was difficult with my roomie snoring most of the night. Still, I stared up at the ceiling and thought about how much I miss my life back home—being in my own bed, in my own room, watching my own TV and eating my own food. I miss the triplets barging in my room, bugging me about whatever. I never thought I’d miss them three bad-asses. But I do! I miss my brother Kyle, too. I miss going to my private school with all of the other uniformed preppy kids who get good grades and speak proper English. This shit here is for the birds, being around all of these disrespectful kids who curse out adults and pick fights. Bullying and stealing from each other.


“This is not my life!” I hear myself screaming at her. “I didn’t ask for a father who beat my mother! I didn’t ask to have to witness it, or hear it! I didn’t ask for any of this crap!”


I stare at the two framed posters hanging, centered, on the wall in back of her. The poster in the middle is of a black woman resting her cheek up on her hands. Her head is tilted. The caption reads: DOMESTIC VIOLENCE IS THE LEADING CAUSE OF INJURY TO WOMEN


The second poster is a white woman holding her face in her hands. The caption reads: EVERY 7 SECONDS A WOMAN IS BEATEN


I swallow.


“Why couldn’t he keep his hands to himself?” I want to ask her.


“K’wan,” she starts off, clasping her hands in front of her. “I want to talk to you about forgiveness, especially toward your father.”


I blink.


“You’re probably out whoring while I’m at work . . . Are my sons even my kids?”


“What? OhmyGod, Randy, I can’t believe you’d ask me something like that. Of course, our sons are yours. The only man I’ve ever been with is you.”


“Yeah, right.”


“It’s the truth. And I don’t appreciate what you’re implying.”


“Well, I don’t appreciate you being a whore.”


“I’m not a whore.”


“I want a blood test.”


I cringe.


No one knows I overheard him saying all that to her. But I did. I kept it to myself as I did other things because I didn’t wanna get in trouble, or worse . . . him to take it out on my mom. So I held onto it. And let it boil inside of me. No one knows that it bothered me to hear him accuse my mom of cheating on him and calling her a whore. It really hurt my feelings that he would think my brothers and I weren’t his kids. That really had me looking at him differently. Who does that? I mean, what kind of person suggests his wife is whoring and that his own kids aren’t his?


Him hitting her was bad enough. But to accuse her of sleeping around on him made it that much easier for me to not want anything else to do with him. How could I? Why would I? He didn’t believe I was his son. So why would I want him as my father?


Why should I have to forgive him? I feel like my whole life is screwed up because of him. I never, ever curse, but I feel like he effed everything up. That he didn’t give a damn about my mom. And he definitely didn’t care about my brothers or me. There’s nothing he can say to make me think, feel, or believe otherwise. His actions spoke for him. After all, it was him who always said all a man has is his word. If he isn’t a man of his word, then he isn’t someone easily trusted. Those were his words, so how can he ever be trusted after all the promises he made, then turned around and broke them?


“Promises are made to be broken . . . ”


I narrow my eyes at her as if she can hear my thoughts.


Maybe she can.


Mrs. Morgan folds her hands on top of the desk. “Sometimes the people we’re supposed to be able to trust are the same people who hurt us the most. There is no simple answer to explain why they do what they do. Intentional or not, they all have their reasons. And their choices are what hurt the ones they love.”


Then how can they really love you?


How could he love my mother if he called her names and beat her?


How could he love my brothers and me if he kept us living in fear?


He had to know we were afraid.


I stare at her.


She continues, “Right or wrong, people who say they love us, choose to hurt us. But we still have the power to forgive them. We can choose to let go of what they’ve done to us. Or choose to hold onto it. Holding on to resentment keeps you imprisoned . . . ”


And if I let go, will I not still be locked up? Unless you people are unlocking those iron gates out front and letting me leave, I am still imprisoned. So what’s the difference?


“The mere sound of any references being made to your father makes you uncomfortable,” she says, eyeing me cautiously. “I see it in your eyes, K’wan. The hurt and rage you have toward him. It isn’t healthy for you, or to you. What you experienced, the abuse you witnessed your father inflict on your mother, isn’t something that should ever be condoned or overlooked. It happened. That can’t be changed. But the way in which you deal with what has happened in your life can. We can control our actions. We are responsible for the choices we make. And we can choose not to allow bitterness and anger to consume us. And it can start by forgiving . . . ”


I fold my arms, defiantly.


I will never forgive him!


I am not trying to hear anything she is saying. Not about forgiveness. What he did to my mom, what he put me and my brothers through, is unforgiveable.


I shift my eyes away from her stare.


“Can you look at me, please?” I take a deep breath, reluctantly bringing my attention back to her. “We all know how hurt and angry you are. But that bottled up rage is dangerous. It eats away at you. Holding onto it will only destroy you. K’wan, forgiveness is an act of courage. And I believe, we all believe, you are a courageous young man . . . ”


I blink. You don’t know what I am. There’s nothing courageous about someone who’s failed to protect their mom.


“That wasn’t your job, protecting your mom . . . ”


Then whose job was it? Surely not his!


“K’wan, forgiveness is not about overlooking or excusing what has happened. And it’s never about accepting the unacceptable. Forgiveness is about you. Not the person who has wronged or hurt you. Or anyone else.” She pauses as if she’s trying to give me a chance to hear, understand, what it is she’s saying. I hear her, but I am not listening. And no, I am not understanding; not because I can’t but because I choose not to. She continues, “Forgiveness is about releasing you from all of those negative feelings you keep bottled up inside of you that are toxic and destructive. It’s about releasing yourself from a very hurtful past.”


I wonder if she has kids.


Who do you need to forgive that you haven’t?


I blink.


“Forgiveness helps us to move on. Like with your father,” she pauses, gauging my reaction. There is none. “Sometimes we have to know when to surrender, so that we can work on letting go. I’d like to help you work on forgiving yourself. Then work on forgiving him. But we can’t help you, K’wan, if you won’t open up and let us in. Let us help you.”


Why now? Where were you and all of your help when I needed it?


She waits for me to give her a sign, any indication that I am receptive to her help, and the idea of forgiveness.


I am going to kill you, Syreeta!


I stand up, open the door and walk out, leaving behind my answer.


I can’t forgive him.


I can’t forgive myself.


I can’t speak.


I can’t surrender.


No. I will suffer in silence.




Five


“Okay, gentlemen,” Miss Daisy says, glancing around the circle. She’s a short, brown-skinned woman who wears her hair in long, black micro-braids that she usually rolls up in a big twist. She has really big feet, too. But she’s probably one of the nicest counselors here. She’s also the one that most of the guys like being in group with. I could not care less either way. “Let’s get started. Who wants to go first?”


There are twelve of us in group today.


I hate group. But, this is where I sit—with other delinquents, okay residents, first-and-second-and-third time offenders who have been charged with a violent crime—miserable, forced to sit in a whack circle, expected to share all things personal.


Here, you are either a) a troubled kid from a good home, b) a good kid from a troubled home, or c) a troubled kid from a troubled home. Most of the guys in group seem to be from the latter. My guess is they’re kids who didn’t have much of a chance from the start. I suppose I should feel lucky, perhaps blessed. But I don’t. I can’t see the blessing in living in a home where your mom is being beaten. I don’t see anything good in living in fear. So exactly where is the blessing in that?


I shift in my seat.


Miss Daisy’s deep brown eyes sweep around the circle looking for a willing participant. No one ever wants to go first. She lands her stare on Jarrod, this tall, lanky kid who’s really good at playing basketball. Someone said he’s here for vehicular manslaughter. But the kids here lie, so it’s hard to know what’s fact or fiction around here. And since I haven’t heard him say it, I take it to be not true. Not that I care.


“Jarrod?”


He shifts in his seat, folding his arms. He narrows his eyes. “Nah, don’t look at me. I’m not beat.”


She looks over at this kid, Anthony. A thick, muscled, seventeen- year-old Italian guy from Bayonne who’s here for beating up his sister’s nineteen-year-old boyfriend, then running him over with his car when she told him that he was the one who had blackened her eye and broke her nose. His sister’s sixteen.


I’m glad I don’t have sisters.


“Anthony, how about you? Would you like to start off?” Her question sounds more like a plea, almost desperate.


He shrugs. Balls up a letter he has finished reading. He seems agitated.


She smiles at him. “Great. What’s on your mind?”


“Nothing.” He squeezes the ball of paper as if it’s one of those stress balls.


“Well, it seems like there’s a lot of something going on. You look upset. Does it have anything to do with what was in that letter you crumpled up?”


The muscles in his jaw tighten. “My sister’s back with that fucking asshole!”


I look away.


“Your father’s moving home . . . ”


Miss Daisy nods. “How does that make you feel?”


Angry!


He gives her a stupid look. “How do you think it makes me feel? I’m pissed. I mean, like, what the fuck, man. I’m sitting up in this bullshit-ass place for beating him up. And her dumb ass goes back to him. What kind of bullshit is that?”


“Beating her boyfriend up was a choice you made,” Miss Daisy says. “Did your sister ask you to beat him up for her?”


He huffs, eyeing her. “No.”


“Then why’d you do it?”


“Because she’s my sister. And I was pissed that he put his hands on her.”


“So since you made the choice to assault him, you have to be the one to suffer the consequences. It’s as simple as that. And since your sister has made the decision to reconcile with him, you will have to work on respecting her decision and being there emotionally for her when she needs you.”


He grunts, shaking his head. “Yeah, I made my choices and now she’s made hers, so we’ll both have to live with them. He can snap her neck for all I care. I no longer have a sister.”


She steadies her gaze on him. “You don’t really mean that, do you?”


He matches her stare. “Yeah, I mean it.


“Sounds like you’re speaking out of anger. But let’s talk about that.”


“No, let’s not,” he says. “She did what she did. And that’s that. I’m done with her.”


“Anthony, many times we say things we don’t really mean out of anger.”


I hate him! And I mean it!


I cut my eyes over at Anthony, wait to hear his response. He shrugs. “It is what it is.”


“You’re upset, hurt, maybe even disappointed. And you have a right to feel all of those things. But we both know you still love your sister. It’s only natural to want to protect people we love. In hindsight, do you think you could have handled that whole situation differently?”


He shrugs.


I keep myself from shrugging, too. I repeat the question in my head.


“Promises are made to be broken . . . ”


“Syreeta, I will kill you, the kids and me if you ever try to leave me. . . . ”


There’s only one answer for me. No.


“I guess,” he says. “But, I didn’t like him anyway so I still would have knocked his block in.”


“So you were looking for a reason to fight him?”


“Basically. Still, he had no business putting his hands on my sister. And she had no business going back to him.”


I blink. I am twelve.


“K’wan and Kyle, your father and I have been doing a lot of talking lately and we both want all of us to be a family again. He’s been out of the house for almost a year now and he’s ready to come home. Ever since he finished his counseling, he seems to have changed. He wants to be back in our lives. He’ll be spending a lot more time here with us. How do you boys feel about that?” she asks this, sounding like her mind is already made up, regardless of what we say, think, or feel.


“I like our family the way it already is,” I tell her.


“Me too,” Kyle agrees.


“Why can’t he stay at his own house? I don’t want him here with us.”


“Well, sweetheart, I guess he could keep living where he is. But that’s not what we really want. Your father misses being here with us. Don’t you boys miss him being here with us?


I frown. “No. I don’t like him.”


“I know this whole experience has been hard on the two of you. It’s been hard on me, too. Your father loves us. And he deserves another chance. He’s changed.”


“But what if he hits you again?” Kyle wants to know.


I stare at her.


She shifts her eyes. “He promised he won’t ever hit me again.”


“But what if he does?”


She reaches over and touches the side of Kyle’s face. “Oh, sweetheart. You don’t have anything to worry about. I’m not going to let that happen again. I promise. We’ll talk about this more when your father gets here tonight, okay?”


Kyle nods. She hugs him, then reaches for me.


I walk off, angry.


“ . . . I’m her brother,” Anthony says, slicing into my thoughts. “And I feel like she chose that asshole over me. And I’m the one who was trying to protect her.”


I hear myself saying, “I feel the same way!”


I shift in my seat.


A few guys groan. Comments, like a slow building fire, start to spread around the group.


“Man, I’d be pissed, too,” this kid, Jackson, says. “I beat dude up and get all hemmed up tryna help you, then you go back to his ass. Nah, I’d be ready to take it to her head, too.”


“Yo, that’s fucked up, man,” says this kid, Westley.


“Yo, if my sister did some shit like that, I’d beat her up my damn self, for real.” This kid, Jake, says this.


“Man, some chicks like getting their asses beat,” this kid, Corey, says. Most of the group seems to agree with what he’s said. He seems pretty cool, but the kids here say his feet smell like corn chips. I’m glad I don’t eat those things.


“Why can’t you just do what I ask, huh? Why do you make me have to act ugly to get you to fucking listen, huh? You must like your ass beat . . . ”


I blink. I don’t want to think my mom liked getting beat on. But now I have to wonder. Maybe she did.


Miss Daisy looks over at him. “Corey, what makes you say that?”


“Because they keep going back. . . . ”


“That’s the problem with you, Syreeta. You don’t fucking listen!”


“If they didn’t like bein’ beat on, why would they keep taking the nig . . . ” Miss Daisy raises her brow. “Oh, my bad. I mean, dude, back?”


Miss Daisy clasps her hands in front of her. “Well, that might appear to be the case to those who don’t understand domestic violence, or the damaging effects it has on the human spirit. But, let me be clear. That is not the case. No woman wants to be beat on.” She eyes all of us. Then what is the case? I lean forward in my seat, waiting to hear her explanation. Hoping she’ll say something that makes sense to me. I want to be able to wrap my mind around it. Maybe if I can understand it, I won’t be so mad at my mom for taking him back.


“Then why these broads keep letting a muhfucka . . . ” Corey pauses, putting his hands up. “My bad, Miss Daisy, but you know what I’m sayin’. He either beatin’ that thing-thing down real good and he got her hooked on it, or she gotta be straight-up dumb.”


“Yo, real talk,” this kid, Aesop, says, punching a fist into the palm of his hand. Sometimes I wonder what his mom was really thinking when she named him that. A few weeks back I overheard him tell these kids at a table he was sitting at that his name meant “Great One.” Dude was clueless about Greek history. Probably doesn’t even know what a fable is. I kinda stared at him in disbelief, shaking my head. He shakes his head. “Yo, I know some chicks who will jump up in a dude’s face and come at him like she’s ready to get it in, darin’ him to hit her, then when he tries to step off, she calls him all kinds of punks and pussies . . . my bad Miss Daisy, but you know what I mean . . . for not hitting her. She be beggin’ for dude to knock her fronts out. Then the minute he runs his fist up in her mouth, she’s good.”


A few guys laugh.


“Or she runs and calls the police,” Aesop adds, “after she was the one who was asking to have her snot locker punched in, in the first place.”


More laughter.


I see nothing funny about any of this. It actually sounds sad and pathetic.


“Yeah, they like that shit,” Jake agrees.


“No emotionally healthy woman wants to be hit on,” Miss Daisy counters. “No woman wakes up and decides today is the day I want to be beat on. That’s not to say that there aren’t some women who have been programmed—almost brainwashed, if you will—to believe that being hit is a sign of someone really loving them. It’s almost like saying, ‘I beat you because I love you.’ That kind of warped thinking is dangerous. Abuse is not love.”


“Your father loves me . . . ”


“Then why does he hit you?”


“Then she should bounce,” this kid, Marco, says.


“That’s sometimes easier said than done,” she explains. “Some women may never leave. And the ones who do, oftentimes will find themselves right back in the same type of situation, if not with the same abuser, then with someone else.”


“See what I’m sayin’,” Corey huffs. “Straight-up dumb.”


Miss Daisy nods and listens. She never makes anyone feel like they’re being judged. Even if what they say makes them look really crazy. “Going back to an abusive partner,” she says, “is more common than not. But a woman’s reasons for going back are very personal choices. They go back for many different reasons. And those reasons aren’t always easy ones to make.”


Anthony sucks his teeth. “Yeah, ’cause they’re a buncha stupid bi . . . I mean, broads, like my sister.”


“They’re not stupid,” Miss Daisy says, calmly. “They’re women who are emotionally attached to men who have dark sides. Many of them go back because they are afraid of letting go—it’s easier said than done for many. Or they’re simply afraid of being alone, especially if they’ve been brainwashed to believe over and over that no one else is going to ever want them. These women who you see as stupid are, in most cases, filled with anxiety, shame, and guilt. They blame themselves for the abuse.”


“I’m so sorry for what you and K’wan have heard your father say . . . ”


“It’s not your fault, Mommy,” Kyle says to her.


I stare at her.


“Still sounds crazy to me,” Corey says.


“Well, answer this,” Miss Daisy says, eyeing the group. “How many of you have been in relationships?”
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