
I showed up to school an hour early and wandered around the football field. I breathed in the 
sweet morning fog before everyone arrived. It was the first day of May. I wanted to lie down in the 
grass, but it was wet with dew and I no longer had a dryer. I wanted the murmur of anticipation to last 
longer before the blur of bodies in motion took up all the room in my head.

I was a straight-A student even though I had a tendency to nap in class. I wasn't particularly 
social, so my friends ranged from the weird loners to the band geeks. I say friends, but I really mean 
people who tolerated me as much I did them. I was never outgoing or cute or interested in having 
anyone know I was smart. I had mood swings. I was volatile. I had opinions I shared much too freely 
sometimes.

That day, classes were the same, but I was different. Everyone treated me the same, but it was  
all very disconnected––the people in my life and my actual life. I fell asleep in English class, but this  
wasn't anything new.

The only class I actually enjoyed was English. I didn't really like to write, but I was good at it,  
or so I thought. Mr. Bellinger, my English teacher, was the kind of person that would let me sleep in his 
class for ten minutes before gently nudging me awake.

At the beginning of the year, he had assigned us to write a short, autobiographical essay about 
an event in our lives. I probably wrote about something meaningless. He handed my paper back with a 
big red F at the top of the page. He told me it was because I didn't try. He made it easy for me to hate  
him then, with his vague criticism and professional apathy. I was never really one to take the easy road 
though, and I ended up making a friend after rewriting the paper four times. Mr. Bellinger would smile 
with his mouth but also his eyes, and I hadn't ever seen that before.

This time when I was nudged awake, it was by a woman I didn't know. Her name was Mary, and 
she looked like the kind of person who had a hoard of cats waiting for her at home. She exuded comfort 
and safety.  She told me she had some questions to ask me. I followed her into the hall. She told me she 
was here to help me.

“What do you need?”
I am hiding my face behind a large curtain, waiting for my aunt to get back from the hospital  

restroom. I am lying with my mother in a pool of her own blood while she leisurely smokes out the side 
of  her  mouth that  isn't  fucked up. I  am peeling long pieces  of  skin from my back as  my mother  
chastises me about the proper use of sunscreen. I am watching an ambulance kick gravel into our pool 
as it backs out of our driveway. I am remembering, over and over, the way my mother's head snapped 
back and forth.  I am watching a slow, steady stream of blood run down my brother's bicep as he 
gingerly removes his arm from the shattered window.

“I need a place to sleep,” I said.
Mary worked for a nonprofit organization that reached out to “at-risk youth.” Mary didn't know 

I was homeless. I had been singled-out because of my antisocial behavior. Perfect timing. She thought I 
was just depressed. I was undoubtedly depressed, but I was also a lot of other things. She told me she 
would listen to whatever I wanted to tell her. We talked for the rest of the day.

Mary took me to the Oasis Teen Shelter after buying me some lunch and telling my school I was 
having a family crisis. Oasis had limited resources, but they could offer me a room in a basement five 
nights a week. Mary spoke to the people who worked there on my behalf. I waited in the backyard, 
staring at the trees and the dandelions. I didn't feel any urge to touch bark or pull apart flower petals. 
They told me I had to fill out some forms, show them everything that was inside my backpack, and that 
they had to call my mom or the police to let them know where I was. I opted for the police.

The room they offered me was shared with two other people. It was the bare necessities, but it 
was warm and there was food. Mary told me she would check-up on me at school tomorrow. I was so 
emotionally exhausted. I just wanted to get through the rest of my life without any more pain. I numbed 
myself to the world by retreating into my mind and fell into an uneasy sleep.

It took my mother only two days to find me. She screamed at me over the phone at the shelter. It 



was one of those old-school phones that you hung on the wall in the kitchen and twirled the cord 
around your  fingers  when you were on hold.  She told  me I  couldn't  be doing what  I  was doing,  
especially what I was doing to  her. She told me she would call the police. She told me I was going 
straight to juvenile detention.

The shelter was in the basement  of a house down the street from my high school.  I  never 
learned what went on upstairs. They told me I had to go to school during the day. They kept the cops 
out, though, and made me a peanut butter and grape jelly sandwich to take to school with me every 
morning.

I broke down at the dojo after my third night at the shelter. One of the women who I went to  
class with found me in the locker room crying my eyes out. She was older, had a twelve-year-old kid, 
and the both of them took karate together. I told her I was sleeping at a homeless shelter after she 
grabbed my arms and pulled me into a tight hug. She was a small woman, shorter than me, but had the 
strength of a bear ready to protect her cubs at any cost. She told me I was going home with her after 
class. I slept on her couch for a week. She took me to church on Sunday, and we sat next to our karate 
instructor and his family. I drew her a picture of the archangel Michael, long-haired and full-breasted. 
What even was gender to an angel?

I wanted to go back home. I really, really hated being homeless.
I  called  my mom while  everyone was  at  the  altar  having communion,  and she  said  I  was 

welcome to come back anytime. It was like she hadn't been threatening me with juvenile detention just 
a week ago. My mother was such a fucking soulless sack of attempted humanity, it was a miracle she 
resembled a human at all.

I went home after church. All the doors were locked, and the security code on the garage door 
had been changed. My mom knew I would be coming home, and she wasn't even there. I knew she 
hadn't even thought about how I would get into the house when she left. I slept in the woods behind the  
house that night, not even bothering to go back when I saw the lights turn on after everyone got back 
from whatever they had been doing. They probably went bowling, ate pizza, and had a gay old time 
without me.

All my cards are blank, I thought in the dark.
On Monday, I was in the middle of a lesson at the dojo when I was interrupted by my instructor 

telling me I had a phone call. I expected it to be my always-upset-now-about-my-decisions mother, but 
it turned out to be my aunt who lived in Bellingham. She told me she had heard that I ran away from 
home and offered me a place to stay semi-permanently. I hadn't talked to her in more than a year, not  
since my mother had called her a bitch over something to do with a borrowed car getting wrecked. I 
was so happy to hear from her.

When I was in fifth grade, a sixth-grader murdered his little sister. He stabbed her in the face 
twenty-three times and then stuffed her in the freezer because she wouldn't let him use the remote 
control for the TV. There was a ceremony at school, and it was the quietest the students had ever been 
when forced to sit in the gymnasium for hours at a time. My aunt came and picked me up that night 
from the dojo, and the whole ride up to Bellingham was as quiet as that ceremony for the dead girl.

I finished the school year a couple of weeks later. My aunt drove me down to Mount Vernon 
every morning and picked me up every evening after karate. We bonded over a vehement dislike for 
my mother and an appreciation for all things artsy. My aunt loved craft fairs and small, American husky 
dogs.

I really don't know how I passed my freshman exams, but somehow I came out the other end 
with passable scores. One of my teachers let me fudge a book report. Another gave me five dollars for 
lunch. I really don't know why they bothered, but these gestures meant more to me than I was able to 
articulate. I still can't articulate it.

That summer, I slept on a mattress my aunt set up in the living room of her falling-apart rental  
home. I liked the bathroom the most since it was full of everything that made my aunt smell the way 



she did––like a shop where they sold lavender soap and beeswax candles and free trade coffee beans. I 
painted a mural on her refrigerator one afternoon while her boyfriend tried to fix the screen door. The 
faucets leaked, there was always a draft in the bathroom, and the front door didn't open, but no one 
asked me to do anything while I was there. I had a gloriously uncomplicated life for two whole months.

As with all the good times in my life, the sanctuary at my aunt's only lasted for the season. It  
wasn't practical for my aunt to drive me to school every day, not with her limited budget, and I couldn't  
explain my situation to the school. Even with karate lessons, she couldn't keep driving me down to 
Mount Vernon to attend them. I would have to live in Mount Vernon if I wanted to participate in my 
sophomore year of high school.

Nobody at school knew what I had to sacrifice for my education.
I didn't want to go back home, but now that I knew what was fundamentally wrong between my 

mother and me, I thought it would be easier to manage. Going back was an option only because my 
mother and James had a falling-out. My aunt had heard from our extended family grapevine that my 
mom was seeing someone else behind James' back. If there was even a slight chance that James would 
be out of the picture, then my mom and I might actually have a chance to connect on more than just 
thread count.

After many phone calls and screaming matches, my mother admitted that she was leaving James 
for good. I told her that he needed to be gone if I was going to come back home. That was my only 
condition. I needed proof that she would choose me over him. I wasn't going to be able to put up with 
his control issues while trying to teach my mother how to care for me. And she did need to learn a thing 
or two by this point.

She promised James would be gone before I started school. In my head, I promised not to stab 
her.


