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To the young girls who have spent much of their lives in between and on the edges of things—families, homes, broken hearts and spirits—I see you. I was you. I hope this story can be an affirmation that your experiences deserve to be shared. And if no one has told you yet, you’re good and worthy. Keep going.






1


There’s a customary breakfast for “free girls” their last day on the unit. It’s hosted in the dining room and there’s usually a lopsided farewell banner hanging above the kitchen door with a few balloons. The girl who’s leaving gets to request a special meal, pancakes or French toast, and everyone joins her for it. Most girls look forward to having something other than mushy oatmeal, and to getting a thirty-minute pass to ask personal questions without penalty. It’s supposed to be a morale-boosting celebration for the girls left behind—a reminder that their freedom, too, is close at hand.

I’ve gone to three and none of them felt that motivating to me. More like a slap in the face but with breakfast. So when it was finally my turn, I asked to skip mine. I didn’t feel like celebrating something that should never have happened. I just wanted to get out of the center and forget everything.

Well, maybe not everything.

The morning came faster than any other since I’d been here. The unit was pretty quiet last night as the girls tried to find a rhythm without Tanya and her gossip. I spent most of it in my room, though Ms. Bree let Samantha stay with me. I think she hoped I’d be encouraging but I don’t know if our time together changed anything for Samantha. She talked a lot about her plans for after she got out, since I wasn’t sure about mine. Her excitement made me anxious but I let her talk.

By the time I was dressed, I could hear the girls talking and laughing in the dining room. I stood in the hallway, unprepared to do what I’d thought about almost every day since I got here.

Ms. Pat came into the rec area and smiled when she saw me. I walked over slowly, taking in everything as I passed. I felt more like I belonged here than I had when I’d arrived. I stopped out of view of the dining room so I wouldn’t make accidental eye contact with any of the girls. I had no desire to answer their burning questions.

“You ready to go home?” Ms. Pat asked, her dark eyes holding mine.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

“Do you want to say something to the girls?”

I shook my head.

She called for Ms. Bree, who appeared a few moments later with a donut. “I saved one for you to eat on the way down. You like the chocolate ones,” she said, handing it to me.

I took it cautiously.

“You’ve done your time, Jasmine. You’re ready to go home. Come on.”

Ms. Pat waved and wished me luck. I thanked her before following behind Ms. Bree, the way I’d always done.



Now, I’m sitting in a dim holding room picking at a chocolate donut, watching the second hand of a loudly ticking clock make its never-ending journey. I’ve thought long and hard about what I’d do when I got some real time to myself, but I don’t actually know what to do with it.

I haven’t been alone like this in twelve months.

My mom’s face pops up in the door’s small window. A moment later, the door opens, letting in a little bit of light.

“Hi,” she says, her smile wide but tentative. It’s been a year since we’ve been in the same room together. The last time was at my sentencing, and she looks a lot more rested than she used to. Her hair is silkier than I’ve ever seen it, like she’s been going to the salon more regularly. Her nails are bright red with polish and she uses a finger to push loose strands behind her ear. I almost don’t recognize her like this.

As happy as I am to see her, I’m not sure how to act around her, either.

“Excuse me, where can she change to go home?” my mom calls out behind her to the intake desk. They tell her she can stand at the door while I change in here. She hands me a shopping bag.

When she closes the door, the room loses the sliver of light. I don’t need it to see that these clothes—a pair of jean shorts in a size I might have worn once and a frilly white tank top—won’t fit. I wonder what version of me she was remembering when she picked these out. I tug the jeans to test for stretch, but the fabric doesn’t give. I look down at my thighs in my summer uniform—oversize gray shorts and a wrinkled T-shirt—and feel self-conscious for the first time since they were handed out. You quickly realize here that appearance is the least of your worries, and that’s been comforting.

Nope. I throw the clothes back into the bag and take a deep breath before knocking on the door. “Mom?”

She pokes her head in.

“I’m just gonna keep this on.”

If my refusal to put on the new clothes throws her, she doesn’t show it. She holds her hand out for the bag. “Let’s get out of here then.” My mom leads the way past the intake desk and waves at a woman who says goodbye and something about staying out of trouble.

I keep my eyes straight ahead. I plan to avoid trouble at all costs.

When we arrive at a set of large steel doors, I pause under the Exit sign. We never had the privilege of opening them.

“Go on,” the woman encourages from the intake desk.

I push the doors open and jump at the sound of a click, expecting an alarm to blare, but none does.

This is real. I’m finally going home.

I have to blink through the brightness to see my mom and find her next to a shiny new car. “Out of the sun, Jas, you don’t have sunscreen on!” she says, climbing in.

I’ve waited 365 days to be able to stand in the sun outside of this place; I’m not about to run from it. I throw my head and arms back, and the heat wastes no time sending droplets of sweat running down my skin. The sweat is soon followed by tears. I promised myself I’d make it out in one piece and here I am: not whole, barely together … but in one piece. Once you’ve been somewhere like this, you know that’s saying a lot.

Goodbye, Guiding Hearts Home for Troubled Girls.

My mom watches quietly from the driver’s seat as I savor the first moments of my second chance.

A year ago, the judge had slammed his gavel and smiled proudly at my mom as he remanded me to detention for a minimum of one year. She burst into tears. The judge and I both stared at her, saying nothing. After all, she had set everything into motion.

I remember just feeling numb.

The bailiff came over and whispered some advice about keeping my head down, advice I’m sure he gave to everyone. When I was escorted from the courtroom to a holding space with other girls, I still hadn’t cried or spoken. I don’t know how long I was there, but I was sure my mom had taken her tears elsewhere.

She hadn’t. She stood crying and waving as the transport van pulled out of the parking lot. I didn’t wave back. The other girls would probably have eaten me alive if I did.

Now, I mouth thank you to the sky, hoping that whoever up there was responsible for getting me out is listening. My mom honks her horn lightly. Dripping with sweat and tears, I slide into the passenger’s seat and we drive off.

“This is a nice car.” I rub my hand across the dashboard. “When did you get it?”

My mom pulls up to a red light. “It was a wedding gift from Travis.”

They had a destination wedding in Aruba that she had been so excited about. She’d scheduled it for the weekend after my release so it could be a “double celebration.” But after everything happened, I wasn’t able to go. I missed one of the most important days of her life.

“There’s a water in your door,” she tells me.

I reach for the bottle, grateful to give my hands something to do. Even though I talked to my mom regularly while I was inside the center, I couldn’t have prepared for how it would feel to be physically beside her, inhabiting the same space after all this time. From the outside, we probably look like strangers to each other.

As I take a long sip of water, I rack my brain for everything my mom has told me about her new husband on our monthly phone calls. I know Travis works in real estate and is “the best at it,” at least according to her. Given how expensive this car looks, I can’t disagree.

Travis has a daughter my age: Kayla. My mom was excited that I’d finally have “the sister I’d always begged for.” It’s true that I’d grown up wishing for someone to roll my eyes with when my mom was being weird, but I hadn’t felt that way in a long time. She’s a great kid, she had told me. I could hear the smile in her voice and had hung up wondering if she ever said that about me.

Someone honks loudly behind us. The light is green. Mom jumps a little and presses the gas too hard, lurching us forward.

I can feel the tension radiating off her. There’s so much I want to talk to her about, but I don’t even know where to begin. “How about some music?” I suggest.

She smiles, no doubt remembering all the time we spent in her old beat-up Camry, back when even the silences felt easy. “Sure, anything you want.”

I turn the dial to her favorite old-school reggae station and lean back as a familiar song pours through the speakers. I expect her to sing along like she used to. Instead, she flashes another smile in my direction.

I try not to focus on wanting things to go back to the way they were. The most important thing is that I’m on my way home.



I’m startled out of sleep by the wailing of an ambulance just as we’re passing exit 6. I didn’t realize I’d dozed off, lulled by the motion of the car and thoughts of being in my bed again. We pass the cemetery my grandma calls home and I smile softly as I think of her, knowing she’s proud of me for making it out.

Our upstate New York town is a small one called Lorial, off exit 8. Almost there.

Exit 7.

The radio is silent now, and my mom is mouthing something to herself with real concentration. I’m glad she’s the only one who came to get me today. I’m nervous about meeting her new family, and it’s been a long time since I made a good first impression.

Exit 8.

We don’t get off.

“Mom, the exit?” I ask, motioning behind me.

“You sleep yourself into amnesia?”

I laugh nervously when I realize what she means. “Right, we’re Tinsley people now.” I wipe my sweating palms on my shorts.

Tinsley is only about fifteen minutes from Lorial, yet it feels like it’s in a different part of the country. The few times I’ve been, I couldn’t help but notice the manicured lawns and graffiti-free bus stops. When my mom first told me she planned to move to Tinsley after the wedding, I couldn’t picture her living there—and I definitely couldn’t see myself there either.

Clearly, I’ve been trying to block it out ever since.

Exit 9A. 9B. 9C.

We pull off the highway, and she points to a Welcome sign. “We sure are,” she says.

The first street we turn on is lined with restaurants and shops, but there aren’t any people around, which seems strange for a Saturday morning. In Lorial, people would be outside running to catch something—their kids, their laundry carts, their buses. But it’s a ghost town here.

My mom is turning on and off side streets with strange names and big lawns. I look into people’s windows, since no one has curtains. I’m about to ask her if we do when she pulls up to a white house, her car blending right into a line of other shiny ones. The front lawn is neat, like it was just freshly mowed, and there’s a gray stone pathway leading to the front door. The window boxes even have fresh flowers in them. It all looks flawless.

I take a deep breath as she beams and whispers, “This is us, Jas.”

The other houses look similar to ours, just in different colors. There is a woman gardening in a front yard across the street and a kid skateboarding at the end of the block. Not exactly the signs of life I’m used to, but I’m happy to see some.

I feel Mom staring at me and I turn to face her.

“We have a chance here, Jas, a chance to do things over … do things right. Let’s put the past behind us, okay? Make this our fresh start?” Her brown eyes search mine. “That’s what you want, too, isn’t it?”

The question scares me like my silence scares her.

I spent so many of those early nights at the center sleepless: rewinding, replaying, going back in time. I imagined myself doing things differently, saying yes to a fresh start that might have changed my path. But I didn’t know if it would have. Soon, forward was the only direction I could tolerate thinking about. I needed to move on.

I nod and say what she’s probably wanted to hear for a long time. “A fresh start sounds good.”






Then


“School out already, girls?” The man at the deli checks his watch before handing Desiree the change for our sandwiches.

She swipes the bag on the counter with one hand and grabs my arm with the other. “It is for us!” she yells when we’re halfway out the door. Her response is too bold and too loud for this time of day, when everyone else is still in school across town. We slipped out right before the bell for last period.

Desiree’s taller than me and way more developed—she miraculously grew curves overnight just in time for high school. Her signature hairstyle, a bouncy silk press, grazes her shoulders as she moves. The sunlight makes the burgundy dye shine even brighter against her dark skin.

“Shhhhh!” I pull away and head toward her uncle’s apartment, our safe house.

“Oh please,” she says. “If you cared that much you’d be in class.”

I roll my eyes. She’s not wrong, just annoying. “Well, you’re here too,” I say.

“Difference is, I actually don’t care,” she says, running ahead of me. She comes to a quick stop just as a police car turns down the block. We both duck into the closest doorways. A few seconds later, our eyes meet as we poke our heads out, and we laugh. Then we run.

“You’re so bad at this for…” Desiree starts as I fall behind a few paces.

“… someone whose best friend runs track.” I finish the sentence through choppy breaths when I finally catch up to her.

She never lets me forget it. She’s flipping me off when an older woman walks out of her uncle’s building and makes a disapproving face.

“Hello, ma’am, sorry, ma’am,” Desiree says.

I let out a snort when the woman is out of earshot.

“I’ll leave you out here,” Desiree jokes, opening the door with the keys she took from her mom’s purse.

I push past her and up one flight to her uncle’s front door. He’s been on deployment for a while so we haven’t had to worry about anyone popping up here. I’m happy to finally have made it somewhere we don’t have to watch our backs. My mom is always nagging me about coming straight home after school, doing my homework right away, not talking to boys. It’s suffocating.

“I’m starving, sandwich, please,” I say.

Desiree passes me the bag and marches right to the bar area. “Should we open something fun to go with our lunch?” she says, running her hands across all the different bottles.

“Does that mean you’re staying here?” I ask. Desiree is a lightweight and her parents would know immediately that she had been drinking.

“Maybe. You want to?”

I shrug. My phone rings loudly in my pocket and we both jump a little.

“If it’s your mom, don’t answer,” Desiree says.

I press the side button to silence the ringer as I check the screen. Darius. I decline the call.

“Who is it?” Desiree asks, pouring orange juice into fancy glasses.

“Stupid Darius,” I say, putting my phone on the table. Darius is my ex who believes our breakup was mutual because I didn’t cry in front of him. I took my tears home and almost drowned in them. He’s in my last period class—and the main reason I keep missing it.

I’ve known Darius my whole life, and for the early parts of that, we were inseparable. I loved him a lot but not the way I did when we started high school. He had a crazy growth spurt the summer before, so his facial hair, deep voice, and big ego were the talk of all the freshman girls. It annoyed me so much that Desiree decided to tell him I was in love with him. I would’ve been upset with her, but he asked me to be his girlfriend, so I guess her tactic worked. He said he was always just waiting for me to admit I liked him. Things were cute and fun until the novelty wore off for my mom and she tightened her reins. It didn’t take long for Darius to realize that other girls had the freedom to drop everything when he wanted them to. He broke up with me in the hallway before class.

I shake off the memory as Desiree hands me a drink. The liquid smells poisonous.

“Drink up,” she says, clinking her glass with mine before taking a sip. She winces, then tries to smile.

“You’re so bad at this,” I say as I take my own tiny sip. It tastes worse than it smells. I slide into a plush dining chair set at a dark wooden table and carefully put my cup on a mat. The apartment is super nice and decorated how I imagine mine will be one day: moody and expensive. If you close your eyes tight enough, you can almost hear a jazz band playing, almost smell the cigars.

My phone rings again just as I open my sandwich. Desiree tries to look at it from across the dining table. I groan and push the side button so it stops ringing. I didn’t even see who called but yes.

“I’ll stay,” I say to Desiree.

“What about your mom?” she asks with a half-full mouth.

I hear her concern loud and clear. My mom isn’t known to be very easy on anything, especially me. She thinks Desiree “lacks any real home training” and doesn’t like when I hang out with her outside of school. She has all these rules to make it hard, but we always find a way.

Things weren’t always so tense between me and my mom. We were close once, each other’s everything. But then I hit high school and suddenly she’s working two jobs and always looking over my shoulder, making sure I don’t make a single mistake. Probably she’s thinking about herself at my age—wanting to make sure I have options, since she was so young when she got pregnant with me and all of hers were suddenly shut down. But doesn’t she understand that I’m a teenager and need space to live my life, maybe even make my own mistakes? That the more rules she puts in my path, the more tempted I am to break them?

I used to wish that Desiree’s parents could take me in. They let her do whatever she wants.

“She’ll probably ground me for life, so you better wait for me,” I say, half joking. Desiree doesn’t laugh. I pick up my cup and take a big gulp. “Catch up or I’m going home,” I say, kind of hoping she tells me to leave.

She doesn’t. She picks up her drink, finishes it, and points it in my direction with a smirk. Then she laughs.

“Okay then, let’s do this.”



I’m woken up by a frantic Desiree standing over me with a large glass of water. I groan. Memories of last night come back in flashes: more of the poisonous drink, greasy pizza, an attempt to watch a movie, and then—nothing.

“Get up and drink this, Jas, your mom is pissed,” she says.

My head feels like a rock on my shoulders as I push myself up. “Huh? How do you know?”

“She called my mom at like five a.m.,” she says, “so she knows you’re here.”

I grab the glass and finish the water in what feels like one gulp.

Desiree looks worried. “Come on, Jas, my mom is gonna drop you off,” she says.

“What time is it now?”

“Seven thirty. I had like ten missed calls when I finally got up.”

“Shit. Are you in trouble?”

“Not really, I told her I was gonna stay over here,” she says. “She’s mad about you though.”

I nod and get my stuff together quickly.

“She’ll be here in like five minutes,” she says, straightening the couch.

“Yeah, I’m just gonna go. I’ll get the bus,” I say, throwing my jacket over my arm. “Call you later.” I wipe the sleep off my face and run out the door before Desiree can protest.

The bus pulls up just as I make it to the stop. I blend in with the other students on their way to school. The driver calls out the next stop, which is mine, and I hesitate to ring the bell. It’s weird to get off where I should get on, and I wonder for a second if everyone on the bus knows I stayed out all night. I could just keep going to school, but I’d actually rather my mom yell at me in the house.

The hallway seems a lot longer than usual as I walk down it toward my apartment, and I imagine myself already inside. When I open the door, the chain stops it so aggressively that it yanks my keys from my hand. I look around to see if it was loud enough for my nosy neighbor to come out. I’m not in the mood to explain anything.

“Phone. Now,” my mother demands through the crack in the doorway.

“Seriously, Mom?” I hear a door open down the hall. “Can I come in first?”

She hears it too and lets me slip through. “Phone,” she says again before I can make a dash for my room.

I hesitate, mentally running through the last messages I can remember, then drop it in her hand. “So that’s it?” I ask.

“Not a chance.” She gestures toward the kitchen table. “Go sit.”

My mom being home on a Tuesday morning is enough for me to know she’s serious about whatever she’s going to say. She works all the time, spending most nights at the local hospital and most days at a nursing home in the next town.

“Yes, ma’am,” I say as she throws my phone in her work bag and takes the seat across from me.

“Aren’t you tired, Jasmine?” she asks, putting both hands firmly on the table in front of her.

“Of what?”

“Oh, of what? How about these conversations?”

“I don’t ask to have them,” I say.

“I can’t believe you’re this ungrateful,” she says.

“I’m not.”

“That’s not what your behavior suggests, Jasmine. You scared me!”

“You weren’t even home,” I say. “I didn’t think you’d notice.”

“Yeah, because I was at work, making sure you have a home to disrespect,” she says.

“I really didn’t think it would be a big deal.”

“Then why was your phone off? Why not just tell me?”

I don’t have anything to say that won’t sound stupid, so I say nothing. Sometimes I think she’s ashamed she had to give up her dreams to take care of me and is trying to make sure I don’t enjoy my life, either. It’s not my fault she and my dad had me young. And like, how can she be this strict when she’s never around? I almost want to scream it at her so she knows I think it’s stupid. But I’ve learned my lesson about trying to be honest. The older I get, the more rules pop up. At this point, if I’m going to get in trouble anyway, I’d rather make it worth it.

“You know what, Jasmine? Fine,” she says, taking a deep breath. “You don’t want to be treated like a child but then you won’t stop acting like one. So FINE.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“It’s time for me to…” Her phone pings on the counter. She pushes herself from the table and sighs at whatever is on the screen. “Shoot,” she says as she turns to me. “I have to get to work. We’ll continue this later. You are not to leave this house.”

“Mom, what?! But what about school?” I watch her pack her things into the bag my phone is in.

“So, you care about school now? It’s fine, I’ve already contacted them.”

I groan. “Whatever.”

She shoots me a look. “Maybe use the day to think about how you can get your act together.”

I want to tell her maybe she can use the day to ask her coworkers if they punish their teenagers for trying to be normal. But probably not, since that would require her to admit that she really is a dictator.

“Yeah sure. My phone?” I say instead.

She looks up from tying her laces, her eyebrows raised.

“How am I supposed to call you if…” I begin.

“If what, Jasmine?” she says. “If you need to reach me? Like you should have done last night?”

“Yeah,” I say, embarrassed by the irony.

She shakes her head and places the phone on the table. “Fine, here. But you should be studying today, not texting Desiree.”

“Okay. I’m sorry, Mom … really,” I say.

“I hear you,” she says, “but this isn’t over. I have to figure out what to do here. We’ll talk more this weekend.” She closes the door softly behind her, leaving me to wonder whether she really means it this time, and if something is actually going to change.






2


My mom gets out of the car, and I follow her up the path to my new home. A very tall, very handsome man with salt-and-pepper locs pulled off his face is holding open a large red front door. My mom scoots past him inside but I stay where I am.

“Travis will get your bag,” she calls back to me.

“Hello, Jasmine,” Travis says in a deep baritone, reaching over. “Would you like to come in?” His formality is unnerving.

“Yes, sir?” I say, edging past him.

My mom stands at a nearby table with a weird look on her face, and I wonder if that was the wrong thing to say. The door closes loudly behind me. She rolls her eyes playfully at Travis.

“Trav, you’re scaring her,” she says. In her tone, I hear all the lightness that was missing from our car trip—a glimmer of the ease that used to exist between us, that she clearly feels with her new husband.

He looks at me and smiles for the first time. “Just call me Travis,” he says, taking the bag out of my hand. His smile is kind and instantly knocks down a chunk of the wall building up around me.

My dad left when I was a baby. Growing up, he wasn’t really a topic of conversation unless someone insisted on our likeness. My mom would shoot them a sharp look, and I’d be curious enough to make a note in my journal about it, but never enough to really ask anything. Anyway, I thought my mom wrote off love after him. She would joke about finding me a stepdad and laugh away the idea because “no one came before her kid.” I always hoped someone would come along and help her see things differently.

Now, I hope I don’t regret it.

The three of us are still standing at the bottom of a long, curved staircase flanked by two large rooms. The room on the right has the kind of setup you see in magazines, staged and stuffy, but the room on the left looks lived in. I’m practically daydreaming about a nap on the large gray sectional when a girl with long box braids comes running down the stairs.

“Oh my god, hiiii, sis!!!” she exclaims, beaming at me. Her braids are so long they don’t stop with her, and they accidentally slap my arm.

I wave.

She gives my mom and Travis a sarcastic expression. “Hi, parents,” she says. She has a perfectly symmetrical face, skin a few shades lighter than mine, and beauty marks on her cheeks that resemble my own but stand out more on her.

I want to stop staring but I can’t. It’s easier to ignore the existence of the girl your mom’s been sort of raising for a year when she’s not right in front of your face. Finally, I tear my eyes away.

“Nice to see you awake, Kayla,” my mom says jokingly.

Kayla throws her braids to the side and laughs, the kind of laughter that would be contagious if I knew her better. “It’s called beauty sleep, Ma.”

I look at my mom for a signal that Ma is out of the ordinary, but there isn’t one. I try to tamp down the jealousy with the thought that Kayla has her own mother. Maybe Travis isn’t the only replacement around here.

“You didn’t wear the clothes I picked out!” Kayla gestures at my outfit.

I look down at my uniform and then back at her, my eyes landing on the row of small gold hoops on each of her ears, framing her symmetrical face. How was she able to get that many piercings? I had to fight my mom for one. When I get to Kayla’s cream-colored maxi dress, I realize she wouldn’t wear the clothes she picked for me.

“We were in a rush,” my mom chimes in.

Kayla just shrugs and starts talking to her dad.

My mom motions for me to follow her into the living room. It’s filled with sunlight and furniture that matches the color of Kayla’s dress. A big sofa is pushed under the window, two plush chairs across from it. I know my mom must have picked out the throw pillows because they are the exact same yellow as her favorite flowers. Then I spot a few familiar items: two glass floor lamps on either side of the sofa and a matching glass coffee table.

“Those are the only things from the old place that go with these other pieces,” my mom explains. I hear what she isn’t saying—that they’re the only things from the old place that go with these nicer pieces.

“We didn’t have nice things?” I ask.

She reaches out to rub my shoulder, and I flinch a little at her touch. “Of course we did, Jasmine. These are just a little … newer.”

Kayla walks into the room and stops when she sees us. “Am I interrupting?”

My mom shakes her head and drops her hand. Travis calls to her and she nudges Kayla as she leaves the room. “Don’t forget the thing for later, please.”

Kayla whines that she won’t, calls her Ma again, and looks directly at me. Neither of us says anything.

A bead of sweat runs down my side. I want to sit, but I need to make sure I’m not going to leave sweat stains everywhere. Kayla is playing with her braids and still looking at me.

“So how—”

“Is there—”

We speak at the same time.

“You first,” she says.

“Umm, is there a bathroom I can use?” My voice cracks a bit.

With a confused face, she says, “You don’t have to ask for the bathroom. This is your house now, too.” She points over my shoulder before dropping herself onto the sofa.

Embarrassed by her answer, I turn quickly toward a door in the hallway just at the edge of the living room. Walking over, I see a portrait on the wall of the family on a beach: Mom, Travis, and Kayla. They all look so happy. Mom is wearing a long white dress that looks similar in style to Kayla’s short floral one, and Travis is in a linen suit in a close color. I assume this was taken at the wedding. Behind them, the ocean is glistening. Their smiles are wide and real. Everything is just so perfect.

“We’ll get one with you too, Jas, don’t worry about that,” my mom says from the doorway. I wonder how long she’s been standing there.

I nod, mentally photoshopping myself into the image, trying to imagine it: me a part of this happy family. Me a part of this perfect life.



The closet in my room has enough space for us to stand in it together as my mom takes me through rows and drawers of new things. I wouldn’t necessarily have picked out most of them for myself, but at least they seem like they’ll fit. She says she wants me to make good impressions and tells me when it would be suitable to wear each item. Soft cardigans for an evening out with the family, flowy dresses for events, collared shirts and pressed skirts for school—more expensive-looking stuff than I’ve ever owned. I run my hand over the embroidery on one of the green sweaters that are part of my new school uniform. It’s a fancy upgrade from the ones at the center, and I find I kind of like it.

I spot my favorite thrifted hoodie hanging in a small section in the corner, and a few pairs of my old jeans. I’m happy to see them but a little self-conscious about how worn they look compared to everything else.

“Dinner will be ready in an hour,” my mom says as she pulls the door shut behind her.

Alone at last, I sit on the bed and take in my new room. It’s double the size of my room back in Lorial; one wall swallows up my old dresser and mirror. I look to see what else made the journey and notice my banker’s lamp on the desk by the window, right next to my broken typewriter. I found the typewriter at a secondhand store when I was wandering around town with Desiree one day and immediately knew I had to have it.

I see a door on the other side of the room, slightly ajar. My lips quirk up in a smile—my very own bathroom.

Whoa. This is definitely the best part of the house so far: a tub and a shower all to myself. I turn the water as hot as I can stand and watch puddles form on the floor tiles. I close the glass door once the steam starts to rise, and soon there are droplets running down the mirror too. Perfect. Hot water and privacy were rare commodities when you had to share everything with so many others. I wasn’t one of the girls who could charm my way into more of either.

I move fully under the stream and close my eyes. Water winds through my twists and they start to unravel under the pressure. I shake my head to help the water find its way through. This is a shower.

When I finally step out, my hair is a dripping, moisturized puff of jet-black coils in dire need of a trim. I pull a strand to my nose to smell the lingering scent of shampoo. This is the cleanest I’ve felt in a long time.

I throw open the drawers and cabinets under the sink and find that they’ve also been stocked for me. Grabbing a bottle of leave-in, I squeeze way too much into my hands, then start raking the conditioner through my strands. I pause when I notice how different I look now from when I saw my reflection downstairs—rested, and clean. Like my old self. I pull my hair into my favorite bun.

Standing in the middle of my closet, I rub my skin with lavender-scented lotion as I eye a black dress almost like the one Kayla had on. Instead, I grab a pair of my old jeans and one of my new graphic tees. Welcome back, I whisper as I check my outfit in the mirror. I spray on a perfume that smells like cotton candy and head downstairs.

Back in Lorial, Mom and I loved to eat our meals on the couch while catching up on our shows, so I look in the comfy living room first. It’s empty. I hear laughter from the kitchen and head down the hallway. Mom is at the island putting food into serving dishes. Kayla and Travis are already sitting at the long dining table, both immersed in their phones.

“Hi,” my mom says, “what do you want to drink?”

“I’ll have what everyone else is having?” I say with a shrug.

She nods and points me to the table to sit. I assume the seat across from Kayla is mine and slide myself into it.

Travis smiles. Kayla doesn’t look up.

“Mom, can I help you?” I ask, hoping she’ll say yes and I can get up and do something—anything to avoid the silence that seems to be uncomfortable only to me.

“Nope. Where’s my sous chef?” She waves Travis over. He drops his phone and marches to the counter.

“Right here,” he says, kissing her cheek.

I try to hide my surprise; this is the first time I’ve seen her like this. On the extremely rare occasions she attempted dating, it never got serious enough to bring anyone home. She would joke with her coworkers that a relationship would just give her a grown man to parent, and so she didn’t really date—at least as far as I knew.

“Kaylaaaa, how about we do the thing now?” my mom asks.

Kayla finally looks up from her phone and pushes a silver box toward me. “This is yours,” she says with a glimmer of a knowing smile.

I thank her and put the box in my lap, not sure what to do with it, but my mom urges me to open it. I rip a corner of the wrapping paper and almost jump out of my seat—it’s a cell phone.

“Happy belated birthday from all of us!” my mom exclaims.

I haven’t had a phone in forever. The court confiscated the one I’d just gotten for my birthday last year, and the center monitored all our calls. Good behavior could earn you one unit call a week, but according to them, mine never did. I don’t exactly have anyone to hit up right now, but that doesn’t matter.

“Thank you so much, guys!!” I exclaim, excitement overtaking my awkwardness.

Travis and my mom high-five each other, pleased with their gift.

“Seriously, guys, it’s just a cell phone,” Kayla groans. “It’s literally the twenty-first century.”

Her dad shoots her a look, and she rolls her eyes in my direction. I give her a polite smile even though I don’t feel that way at all—I’m so excited about my new phone. I don’t expect her to understand.

“Well, just don’t put me on speed dial because apparently, I’m unreliable,” she says, turning to her dad as she forms air quotes.

I realize her attitude might have nothing to do with me.

Travis’s smile flattens and his voice gets a little serious. “Ignore her, please. Emergency contacts are on that wall,” he says, pointing to a whiteboard covered in my mom’s handwriting. “I’m sure you’ll have friends’ numbers to add soon.”

“New friends’ numbers,” my mom says. “Friends who are a good influence. Anyway, you’ll need a phone when you start driving.” My stomach flips, and I look at Mom with wide eyes. She gives me a small smile. “We’ll start practicing so you can get your permit. But again, Jasmine, these are privileges that can be taken away.”

“I know,” I say, but I can’t stop the grin growing on my face.

Travis and Kayla don’t react, which makes me wonder if this is a conversation they’ve had before. About me showing up, about the “challenges” I’ll face reacclimating to the outside world, about how they’ll have to help me start over? My face flushes in shame, but nobody seems to notice.

Kayla looks from me to Travis and Mom and back again, her brow furrowed. “What did you do anyway?” she asks.

“Kayla,” Travis hisses.

She holds her hands up. “Sorry, sheesh. It was just a question,” she says, and turns back to her phone. But she doesn’t sound sorry at all. She’s probably been asking for weeks, wondering what a teenage girl has to do to get sent away.

If it were a simple answer, I’d give it to her.

“Well, thank you, again,” I say as Travis places the asparagus and potatoes in front of me and my mom puts down a pan with some sort of saucy chicken. Then they each take a seat at opposite ends of the table. It’s like a holiday meal.

Travis asks Kayla to put her phone away and she does. My mom looks at me.

“It’s still in the box,” I say quickly.

“When it comes out, I hope you remember the fresh start we talked about and the trust we’re earning,” she says.

“Got it, Mom,” I say, catching Kayla’s gaze while trying to find anywhere else to look.

My mom’s eyes are a little watery after she says grace, smiling at each of us when we raise our heads. The silence is broken by the sound of silverware clinking and scraping as we all dig in.

I didn’t know my mom could cook like this. We used to live on easy things that she could make between nursing shifts or that I could throw in the microwave. It’s like she was saving the best version of herself for a family that would appreciate it. I feel a knot in my throat and swallow it down with some of the sparkling water in my glass. She’s thankful I’m home, I tell myself, and for now, that’s enough.
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