Long, straining, boring. Those words perfectly described my first day at school. I was so happy to escape those walls and get out into the fresh air. I began my long journey home and I do mean long. It took me about 30 minutes to get to my school that morning. Now I had to make the trip again. Well, at least I was getting exercise.

I reached into my coat pocket and slipped my headphones over my ears. The sun was still out as I took my first few steps towards home. The air was a little warmer than that morning thanks to the heat of the burning, yellow orb above me, but the sun had little dominion over the temperature that day. It was still very cold. 

I saw cars zooming down the street. I couldn’t help but think how lucky they were that they had heat. I couldn’t wait to learn the bus system around here because I didn’t want to walk to school too much longer.

I was about half way home and walking on a residential street. It was a lot quieter than the major street my school was located on. All around me were houses decorated in Christmas lights and ornaments. That was something that never happened in my house. I remember when I was a kid, we would have Christmas trees and presents. But as I got older, the trees and presents began to disappear. By now, I was used to it. It was just times like this that I longed for a more loving family. 

As I continued the trip, a door from a house ahead of me burst open. A figure came out carrying a black garbage bag and went around to the side of the house. As I got closer, I heard the slam of the dumpster and the figure came back around the house. It was a guy. When he saw me he stopped in his tracks and smiled.

“Q, what’s up man,” said Ali with his white teeth shining brighter than the sun.

“Nothing much, just walking home,” I replied. He walked up to me and shook my hand.

“How far do you live from here?”

“I live pretty far. I am on Carlisle Street.”

“Damn, and you walkin’?”

“I don’t have a choice, I don’t know the bus system or anything.”

“Well it’s kind of cold out here, you wanna come inside and chill for a minute?”

“Um, nah, I have to get home.”

“Nah, come on. I will even drive you home since you’re new and shit.”

“You have a car?”

“Yeah, right there,” Ali said pointing to a black Explorer parked on the street.

“Wow.”

“Come on in Q.”

The prospect of a ride was a lot more enticing than walking. Plus I wouldn’t be late getting back. It would also be nice to get out of the cold.

“Okay.”

Walking into Ali’s house was a relief. I don’t think I was ever so thankful for heat. Ali’s home was very nice and welcoming. We stepped into a small hallway room right before the living room.

“Let me get your coat,” Ali said. I took off my heavy winter protector and handed over to Ali. “Oh, you have to take off your shoes. Parent’s rules.”

I stepped into the well-furnished living room directly in front of me. The tan carpet felt soft underneath my feet. The furniture in the room was the same color as the floor. A glass table sat between the sofa and the love seat. On the table were candles that had never been used and a bowl of waxed fruit. The walls were a little lighter than the furniture but not by much. A tall, vertical lamp lit the living room. I could tell this was one of the rooms the family never used.

“You have a nice house,” I said.

“Thanks but you haven’t seen the rest of the it. It doesn’t look as nice as this room. We don’t use this one.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured.”

When Ali was done hanging up our coats and taking off his shoes he entered in to the living room.

“Come on, we can chill in my room.”

We moved out of the living room into the hall. Unlike the previous room, this one lacked the carpet and had a bare wooden floor. We moved past many rooms and at the end of the hall Ali opened a door exposing his room. 

“I thought you said that the rest of the house wasn’t as nice as the front room,” I said gazing at his room. It was neat and I mean neat. There was not one article of clothing on the floor. No dust, no nothing. His bed was even made up.

“Well, I like to keep my room clean.”

“I see.”

“Well, don’t be scared, come in. You ain’t gonna mess nothin’ up.”

I took a few more steps into the horrid sight in front of me. It was disgusting how neat his room was. His quarters, like the hallway, was stripped of carpet and held a bare wooden floor. There was, however, a black rug that extended from the side of his bed to the front. Near his bed was a tall, brown dresser that came to my chest. Right in front of his bed was an entertainment system that matched his dresser. The walls were painted a dark blue and on top of the paint were posters of movies and rap artists.

“Man, this is crazy. You can never come over my house.”

“Why not.”

“Because it’s a garbage dump compared to this.”

“Man, I don’t give a shit how your house look,” Ali said laughing. “I ain’t a female.”

He sat down on his bed and grabbed the remote control beside him. I walked in a little more to see the inside of his entertainment set. He had a rather large television inside. On top were video game consoles. Looking closer I noticed they were the Sony Playstation 2 and a Nintendo 64. He had a dozen games for each system. Beside his television set a black VCR and a stereo system.

“You livin’ large huh,” I said.

“My parents gave me some this stuff, but I have a job.”

“Oh, where do you work?”

“Up at the mall, a store called Bookings. It’s a bookstore.”

“Bookstore?”

“Yeah. Nothin’ wrong with reading. Plus, this is a black community, you don’t know how easy it is because no one comes in there.” I couldn’t help but laugh in agreement.

“You got the PS2? You are lucky.”

“Yeah, got it for Christmas. You wanna play?”

“Sure.”

I sat down next to Ali on the foot of his bed as he got up to turn on the game consol. He unwrapped both of the controllers and handed me one.

“What game do you want to play?”

“What do I have to choose from?”

Ali went through what seemed to be a million games before he got to one that I had recognized, Tekken 4. I had Tekken 2 at home so it should not have been too different.

“Awe man, you ‘bout to get your ass kicked in this game.”

“Yeah, we’ll see.”

I didn’t know to many of the characters so I picked one that was familiar to me, his name was “Forest Law.”

“Oh, you gonna pick his weak ass? Aight, I got you,” Ali said.

We began to fight and almost immediately Ali attacked. I quickly recovered and performed a few special attacks on him. Some he blocked, others connected. In the end, I won.

“Damn! How did you beat me?”

“Yeah, beat you in your own game.”

“That’s aight, I will get you next time.”

We continued to play. Ali was right, he did beat me the next time but then I beat him after that. It went on and on for about ten games until he won twice in a row. 

“Yeah, I beat you!”

“Whatever, I could have won, I just didn’t want to hurt your ego.”

“Uh huh.”

“Hey what time is it?”

“Its about 5:49,” Ali said, looking at his watch. “Why?”

5:49. They were home and I left dishes in the sink. 

“Shit! I have to get home,” I said standing up.

“What’s the rush Q?”

“I just have to get home. My parents are going to be pissed.”

“Alright, come on.”

With a quick pace I walked to the living room to retrieve my shoes and coat. Ali put his boots and jacket on and got his keys. As he locked up, I walked up to his Black SUV. When he opened the car door I was greeted by a fresh scent. I sat straight up in the leather seats waiting to be returned home.

No matter how fast Ali drove, I didn’t think it was fast enough. I should have just kept walking home. I would have seen him another day and everything would have been fine. Damn, why was I so stupid?

I pointed out my house and Ali came to a stop in front of it. Both of them were home. I stepped out the car into the soft snow on the ground.

“Are you gonna be…” was all Ali could say before I closed the door. I was to busy thinking of a good reason why I was late. Shit, I would be in trouble. As I got closer to the door, I could feel my heart beating faster and faster. I pushed my key into the lock and turned it, exposing my living room. No one was in there. Good. I started to go upstairs when I heard a call from the den.

“Where the hell you been,” said the deep voice of my stepfather Tony.

“I g…got lost,” I stuttered more from fear than falsehood.

“Don’t lie to me boy.”

“I’m not lying.”

He got up from the couch and made his way into the front room where I was standing. Tony stood a few inches taller than me and even though I was built well, he was just bigger and stronger. He was holding a mostly empty bottle in his hand and his steps were dragging and stumbling. He was drunk.

“How the hell did you get lost going up the street,” his voice slurred over the words.

“It’s…It’s not up the street. It’s more than a mile away,” I stuttered in fear.

“Nigga, don’t tell me that bullshit.”

Tony got closer to me and I started backing up toward the steps. He towered over me with his violent stare. I turned to go up the stairs, but before I could get far enough, Tony grabbed my arm and jolted me backwards. I fell to the floor into some bags.

“Please…stop…please,” I sputtered.

“You’re gonna learn to do what you told and not to talk back to me, punk ass nigga!”

_________________________________

When I woke up the next morning, everything looked strange. As I got out of bed, a sharp pain shot from my arms and abdomen. I stood up and turned on the light. Looking into my mirror, I saw the horrid creature that sometimes came to my room to visit. My eye was swollen, barely open. Pulling up my shirt I saw bruises on my side, near my rib cage. They were warm to the touch and hurt like hell. 

As I looked at the creature in the mirror I knew this wasn’t the first time this happened and it wouldn’t be the last. 

“It’s time for school,” a voice yelled from below.

I walked into the bathroom and started up the shower. Hot water blasted from the spout and I got in. I rubbed softly over the bruises on my body. They burned like fire, eating away at my skin. But I didn’t care. I showed my injuries no emotion. I had pitied myself for too long to feel it anymore. Now, I was numb to feel sad for myself.

When my shower was finished and I was back in my room, I had put on a pair of blue jeans and a large red hoodie that I always wore when I needed to cover my face. 

I wanted to just stay home, but I couldn’t, especially if they came home for lunch. I put my headphones over my head and pushed play as I walked to school.

Not many people noticed me first hour until Ms. Cleo demanded that I remove my hood.

“Oh my God, what happened to your eye,” Ms. Cleo asked.

“Nothing,” I said lowering my head so that no one would be able to see.

“Quinton, are you sure? That looks serious.”

“I’m fine.”

I sat in a seat toward the back of the room and kept my head down until the rest of the class filled the class. When Ms. Cleo began her class, she handed me a book. A few kids looked at me puzzled and openly asked, “What happened to your eye?”

“Mind your business,” Ms. Cleo said quickly looking at me with concern. I was glad she did. I wasn’t going to explain to them anyway. Ms. Cleo continued with her lesson and I looked down at a book that I could hardly see. I only listened to her words and the students who read out loud.

Concert Choir went the same way. Ms. Lynwood told me to remove my hood, but after she didn’t have me sing or anything. I think she felt too sorry for me. I bet she regretted the way she treated me the day before.

Most of my classes were the same way. I was ordered to take off my hood and was asked what happened. I gave them the simple answer of, “nothing.” Most of the teachers and students did not question me further. It wasn’t until my last hour that something different happened.

I sat near the window like I had done the day before. I was only an hour away from going back to the hell I called my home. I prayed that Ali didn’t come to school because I didn’t want him to see me like this. I made a final attempt to cover my face with my hood and rested my head on the table. A few moments later I felt a tap on my side and pain made my body contort in discomfort. I clutched my side with my hand and looked up slightly only to see Ali’s jeans.

“Why you hidin’ under that hood?”

“I don’t have my makeup on.”

“Quit playin’,” Ali laughed and pulled at my hood. He had revealed my face for an instant before I could pull it back on. “Quinton, what happened to you?”

“What happened to ‘
Q’?”

“Quin, I’m serious. Who did that to you?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Quinton, talk to me man, what the fuck happened?” Ali crouched slumped down to my eye level. “Quinton I jus…”

“Okay everyone take your seats,” said the teacher as he walked into the room. “Freestyle today folks. Write what you want.”

I took out a sheet of paper and began to write:

Waiting, watching, wanting, wishing for a way out

Of this prison, this hell that never releases me from its hold

Chained to the ground

Burned by the flames

Eaten by life

Deserted by death

Waiting for the end

When there is nothing left.

The painkillers I had taken that morning had been wearing off slowly since a half hour after I had swallowed them. I gently put my head down on the table. I could feel a hand rest on my arm and once again I recoiled in pain.

It was a few moments before the bell was going to ring and I was starting to get nervous. Ali would have questions that I didn’t want to answer. I knew I had to get out of there as fast as I could.

As soon as the bell sounded, I grabbed my notebook and began to walk out of the classroom.

“Quin, wait man,” Ali shouted from behind me. Part of me wanted to slow down and stop, but then I remember those questions.

My strides meant nothing because Ali ran up to my side.

“Quinton, please, tell me what happened.”

“Don’t worry about it Ali.”

“Who did that to you?”

“Listen,” I said stopping in the middle of the crowded hallway. “I know you want to help, but there’s nothing you can really do. I appreciate the concern.”

I started to walk away but soon Ali caught up to me.

“This happened because you came home late yesterday didn’t it?”

I was silent and I just kept walking. Soon I got to the stairs and when I looked behind me, Ali was gone. Good. I had to make myself into stone. I couldn’t break for this guy or anyone. Just a few more months and it would be over without explanation. 

I arrived home on time today and both of them were still at work. I walked into my house. I could see that a few items were put away but the majority lay lazily on the floor waiting to be attended to. I walked into the kitchen to make sure all of the dishes were clean, they were. The garbage was still mostly empty from my disposal of it a few days ago. Since all of my chores were finished, I opened the refrigerator to see if there was anything to eat. I knew there was nothing there but I checked anyway. Just as I thought, it was bare and so was my stomach. I walked quickly into the den to see what time it was. 3:00pm. I had just enough time to go to the store and get back before they got home. I sprinted up to my room and got the stash of money from under my bed. I took out three dollars from the large stash and put it make under the bed. When I reached the first floor of my house, I put on my coat and walked out the door.

“Hey, what happened to your eye,” said the Arab man at the cash register. I was back at Supreme Liquor.

“I was trying to talk to this girl and her boyfriend saw me, so he hit me,” I joked.

“Oh really,” the cashier said laughing.

“I guess he was afraid of competition. She liked it though.”

I put the Sprite and Cheetos on the bulletproof turnstile and the cashier turned it around. I pulled out my money awaiting my total.

“$1.89.”

“Can I get some Skittles too?”

“Okay,” he said reaching for the colorful packet. He rung up my new total and said, “$2.59.”

I slid the money to the cashier and he spun my lunch so that I could take it home. The walk back home was uneventful. It was days like this that I enjoyed. The sky was that crystal blue color with not one cloud in the sky.

Arriving home, I was glad I was correct about my timetable. They weren’t home yet. I ran upstairs to my room and closed my door. I was safe and I could finally relax. I slipped my headphones on and looked for a CD. I wanted something soft and gentle so I put in India.Arie. The melodious tunes that echoed in my eyes made my eyes fall until they were closed and my mind was in another place.

