
Maya Williams 

 

I’m waiting.  

With a little nudge in the right direction, I wouldn’t have to wait for much longer. A little further 
and I would never wait again.  

But this is a love story. Or the closest I’ll ever get to one. 

So I sit. And I wait.  

 

“You didn’t like it?” 

I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t know, maybe if it had some fight scenes or something…”  

Jayla rolled her eyes. We were on FaceTime in the late hours of the night. Jayla studied her 
physics notes while I cleaned the kitchen. But we somehow got sidetracked discussing our 
favorite shows once again.  

“Lanelle, It’s a love story. You need to expand your horizons. At least—” 

“Hey, my horizons are expanded. You have no idea how expanded my horizons are.”  

We laughed. I finally finished the dishes and Jayla flipped her notebook closed.  

She yawned. “Alright, I’m going to bed.” 

“Okayyy. Night, Jayla.” 

“Goodnight, Lanelle.” She blew a kiss. “Love you.” 

I paused. Gave her a half hearted smile. Then hung up.  

 

I was a quiet child.  

Quiet as in my teachers asked my parents what was wrong with me during conferences. 
Why doesn’t she talk? Does she know how to speak? But it’s not my fault everything and 
everyone was terrifying. I liked it at home where I could play by myself in my own special 
corner. It was my peace. My comfort. My happiness. I had no idea why everyone was always 
trying to drag me away from it. So, I made a fuss. Whenever I had to leave, I cried and screamed 
and thrashed around. Go outside? Go to school? Over my dead body. 

It didn’t take long to learn my place in the world. Because my shrieks and cries meant 
nothing when my parents knew how to shut me up. A few slaps would do it. Pin me down and hit 
me until I was choking on my own tears. I didn’t mind. It hurt them more than it hurt me, and 



they must’ve been dying inside if that were true. I’d go upstairs and wreck my room. Wail into 
my pillow until it was drenched and my throat was raw. I didn’t mind.  

Because they loved me.  

 

“You already ate?”  

I set my fork down. “No, just not hungry.”  

It was dinner time, the one time a day where I always lost my appetite. 

“Okay. Well, your father and I were thinking of having a movie night just the three of us. 
Does that sound fun?” 

I bit my tongue. Sitting alone with my parents wasn’t possible for me. It was in the heavy 
silence when my thoughts wandered into the darkest corners of my mind. I could do something 
terrible. With just us here. It wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be okay. But I could do something. 
Maybe test out their theory. See if it hurt me more than it hurt them. I knew it was awful. I knew 
it was wrong. But doing anything normally with them set me over the edge. Movie night. Dinner 
time. They had no right to be normal with me. To smile in my face and try to have family time 
but then raise their hands against me if I stepped out of line.  

I stood and grabbed my plate. “I’ve got homework.”  

Mom joined me in the kitchen. “Is everything alright?” 

She stepped forward, arms outstretched, but I jerked away. My heart was pounding. Was 
that love? Their right to reign over me? Then pretend it never happened? 

My phone buzzed. I hurried to my room and opened my notifications. Jayla was texting 
me. 

‘Quick question: Have you talked to him lately?’ 

‘No,’ I responded. ‘Why? Did something happen?’  

‘Not really. He said he misses you.’  

I chucked my phone across the room. Bullshit. 

 
I met him sophomore year. I’m pretty sure he hated me. But that’s okay cause I’m pretty sure I 
hated him, too. By junior year we were inseparable. By senior year we were applying to colleges 
and joking that we’d visit each other at the most random times. But in college, everything fell 
apart. We got into an argument. He never listened to me. Never took me seriously. I was hard to 
read. I never initiated with him. The argument got physical. We were always physical with each 
other, tripping, punching, hugging. But this time, I couldn’t see straight, couldn’t think straight. 
He called after me. Seized my shoulder and spun me around. So what? So he could pin me down 



and hit me? I wasn’t gonna lie there like a lifeless doll and just take it. Not this time. So, I shoved 
him to the ground. Swung at him over and over.  

“Don’t touch me,” I screamed. “Don’t touch me, don’t touch me, don’t touch me.” 

I think I loved him.  

We haven’t talked since.  

 

“Are you sure you can’t go? 

I sighed. “Sorry, Jayla. I can’t leave the house right now.” 

“Aw, okay. Bye, Lanelle. Love you.” 

It was on the tip of my tongue. Could I say it? Could I really? Was I even allowed to?  

I squeezed my phone. “Bye.” 

No sooner did I hang up, Dad yelled my name, jolting me out of my own skin.  

I tiptoed down the steps and met him in the kitchen. His arms were folded, his jaw set. 
What did I do? What did I forget? Was it my grades? Scholarships?  

“I thought I told you to take out the trash.” His voice was low.  

“Whoops.” 

I didn’t mean to say that. But it’s not like anything I said would’ve calmed him down. 
The next moments were fuzzy. All I remember was getting frustrated and raising my voice. I 
knew raising my voice was forbidden. But I was sitting at the bottom of a volcano. Waiting. He 
raised his voice right back. I didn’t feel like backing down. I always backed down. Every single 
time, I backed down. It was an honest mistake. Could he just let this one go? Maybe I should’ve 
kept my mouth shut. 

His eyes flashed and he raised his hand. Just like he did so many times before. Pulling 
back to strike.  

I was in hysterics before he could even make contact. Screaming. Crying. Begging. 
Pleading. Don’t touch me. Please, don’t touch me. I backed away, bumping into the counter. My 
voice didn’t even sound like my own as I wailed for him to leave me alone. 

He lowered his hand, taken aback. His voice was softer. He tried to comfort me. 
Apologize. 

I fled to my room.  

 
 



Jayla called.  

I didn’t pick up.  

The day I fled to my room, somebody else walked out. 

I ripped up my drawings. Punched my fist into my palm. I wasn’t a little girl anymore. I 
was in college. Wasn’t there a window for these sorts of things? Wasn’t I past that? Wasn’t I 
worth more? I was such an idiot. I learned my place in the world so early on. To think I 
challenged it. And I almost got hit because of it. I was sitting at the bottom of a volcano. Until I 
wasn’t. Until I was lava. Rising and bubbling and seething until I exploded. 

I hit myself in the face.  

It hurt. It stung. But I didn’t mind. I was taking care of myself. Disciplining myself. 
Looking after myself. Holding myself accountable. Whatever you wanna call it. 

Love? 

I went downstairs to eat dinner.  

 

Weeks turned to months.  

I didn’t talk to Jayla. I didn’t talk to my parents. I didn’t think about him. I didn’t need 
anyone. Not their support. Not their love. Not their judgements or their disappointment. Not 
anything. I only needed myself. And that’s why, when a single thought of mine strayed out of 
line, when a single feeling of remorse tightened my chest, whenever I did something wrong, I put 
myself in my place. I beat it into myself until my head hurt. Love? Control? Discipline? I could 
do it myself.  

 
 

“Hi.” 

I shoved my hands into my pocket. “Hey.” 

Jayla and I stood in front of each other on my driveway.  

“Is everything ok,” she asked. 

“Yeah, I’m just—” 

“If you say chillin, I’m gonna lose my mind.” 

Shoot.  

I shrugged. “I’m just… waiting.”’ 



Give it up. There was nothing I could say to describe the weight in my chest. The pit in my 
stomach. She might as well stop asking. Stop calling. Stop dropping by. Stop worrying about me 
and leave me the hell alone.  

Jayla pulled me towards her in a hug. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily,” she murmured. 

How? Why? I didn’t deserve this. But just in this moment, in this small, small moment, maybe I 
could have this. I blinked rapidly and dredged my hands from pockets and hugged her back.  

“I’m sorry.” My voice was so thick I almost choked on my words.  

“It’s okay. I love you, Lanelle.” 

My stomach twisted into a knot. I opened my mouth and closed it. I wanted to tell her. I love 
you, too. She deserved that much.  

She squeezed me tighter and smiled. “You don’t have to say it back. I know.” 

I pulled away to wipe my eyes. All this time, I was waiting and waiting and waiting. Waiting for 
everyone to leave. Lashing out until they did. And here she was after I waited on her. Standing 
right in front of me.  

She raised a brow expectantly.  

“Okay, okay,” I puckered my lips around a smile. “I’ll give him a call.” 

 
 


