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For Mum and Dad

You blessed me with wings and encouraged me to soar, teaching me the sky is the limit, and for that, I am grateful.
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Preface

Writing has always been a passion of mine. When I was little, I would write down anything my imagination came up with, whether it was a short story, characters and their backgrounds, or just a different universe entirely. I especially enjoyed writing poetry, and when I took part in a competition through my primary school to write a poem about bullying, I used my experiences of being a victim of it to write a piece. I never thought I would win the competition at only nine years old and get to have it published in a book with other winners throughout the country, or two years later to have another poem published, this one written about homelessness.

It was only as I got into my teens that I decided to have a go at writing a novel in the six-week holidays, but once I’d written it, I didn’t think to do much with it other than be proud of myself for drafting a whole novel. I wasn’t the most confident of teenagers, so the thought of showing what I’d written to anyone was enough to make me run for the hills.

Years went by, and in my twenties, life took me down a path of some sort that I wasn’t expecting it to, an emotional rollercoaster I wasn’t prepared for, with plenty of twists and turns. I had many feelings that I’d never experienced before and didn’t know how to make sense of them. I decided that the best way to deal with these emotions was to put pen to paper, so I did, but instead of just writing how I felt, I chose to create a character who could feel my emotions for me.

Coral, the main character in the novel, had different reasons for feeling the emotions she experienced, and she reacted to them in different ways than I did. The situations messing with her emotions were not like mine, but being able to describe them in such a creative way spurred me on to do so much more than just write about one character and how she felt. Instead, I created a whole world surrounding this character with a mystery to solve and so much more than I expected from the start.

In the end, years later, after starting and stopping my writing of this novel, I found myself again. I was on a much clearer path and had finally found a way out of the darkness, and I was able to finish the novel, and finally had the confidence to show it to the world.

So, in a sense, this book is to show people that no matter what darkness you may find yourself in and how tough situations may be in your life, it’s not forever; you can find a way out and back into the light again, no matter how long it takes.
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Coral frantically scanned the road outside the sixth form block of her school, and a sudden rush of relief consumed her as she spotted her best friend’s pickup truck. Charging across the road like a rhino, despite oncoming cars, she swiftly opened the truck door, slid through the gap and hopped in, throwing her bag into the back.

“Go, Iris, go,” she shouted, forcefully slapping her hands down onto the dashboard. Iris put the vehicle into gear and sped off down the road, dodging out of the way of a car pulling out of the school gates, blasting their horn in disgust at her sudden burst into the road.

“What happened?” Iris asked in a panicked tone, checking the road behind them as her eyes darted from the road to the rear-view mirror like a scared animal would in a heightened chase. Coral didn’t answer, her mind elsewhere, thinking about what she would do tonight. Probably the usual; blasting music and knocking back unlimited amounts of vodka or whiskey, which she’d always kept hidden under her bed, or maybe she’d roll a few spliffs and see what happened…

Pain suddenly shot through Coral’s arm, disrupting her thoughts and returning her to the current situation of present life.

“Ouch!” she shrieked. “Why did you nip me?” she asked, rubbing her arm and looking at Iris, sending piercing daggers her way.

“Because you’re having me drive like a lunatic, and you’re not explaining why! Are we being chased? Did you piss someone off?”

Coral smiled to herself. “Well, I was getting chased, and I most definitely pissed someone off; I was due to have detention with Mr Rowland and had to make a run for it. It’s not like he could’ve caught up with me anyway; he walks like he’s shit himself most of the time. It’s Friday. No way was I staying behind to listen to him ramble on and on.”

Iris looked at her for a split second with absolute fire in her eyes before returning her focus to the road. “I can’t believe you made us nearly crash because you chose to skip detention. You need to get back on track, Coral, it’s getting ridiculous now, and you’re nearly at the end of sixth form. It’s almost the start of real life outside of the school gates for you; you need to wake up and realise this.”

Coral sighed, rolling up the sleeves on her hoodie and turning her gaze to Iris with the best puppy dog eyes she could muster up.

“Take me to the lake.”

That was the famous sentence of Coral Bayles. She would forever use this five-word sentence to free herself of life, and the only person who could ever bring her to her freedom was Iris, her Latina bombshell of a best friend. She always knew what Coral needed, whether it was booze, good music or an escape in the truck on the open road. However, Iris also gave her plenty of life advice, trying her best to keep her on the straight and narrow, but Coral knew she was too deep in, to the point of no return and had been for a long time. We can’t all be perfect, she thought. It would take way more effort to be perfect anyway, and who has time for that?

From when Coral was in single figures of age, right up to before she was a teenager, Iris and Kruze, Coral’s brother, had been friends for years. They’d worked on homework projects together for their ICT and business class, creating joint PowerPoint presentations and revising for exams with each other; that was how Coral and Iris’s long-lasting friendship began. Once, when Iris came over to study with Kruze, there stood twelve-year-old Coral, innocent and willing to make a new friend out of Iris, no matter the age gap. She’d waited years to pluck up the courage to ask her without being embarrassed, watching Iris and Kruze in awe of the friendship they had, but Iris thought Coral was sweet and could tell she looked up to her, so she took that on board and helped Coral through every milestone she hit, or tried to at least. She was the older sister Coral never had, in a sense, in more ways than one.

Coral continued to stare out of the window as Iris drove them on the long winding roads until she pulled into the lay-by and turned off the engine. Luckily, there weren’t many cars parked up in the afternoon sun, and as Coral hopped out of the truck, stretching her legs, she could just see in the distance a few dog walkers and a couple who were walking hand in hand. She took a deep breath and smiled to herself; being outdoors was something Coral loved doing the most. Right back from when she was a child, the fresh air filling her lungs made her feel more alive than anything as if she were an eagle ready to take flight or a wolf ready to howl and run with its pack; in those moments, it felt so much easier to breathe.

Iris joined her at the front of the truck, and they took the dirt path together, walking down through the trees to the water’s edge. Coral wriggled out of her hoodie and tied it lazily around her waist, causing the sudden change in temperature to make her skin feel less clammy. As their pace slowed at the sight of the end of the dirt path, they both stood looking out across at the exquisite scene in front of them; the sun glinting off of the water as if beneath the shimmering depths lay glittering crystals waiting to be discovered.

Iris crossed her arms over her chest, not in a self-conscious way trying to hide away from the world, because that wasn’t how Iris thought of herself, but instead, Coral could see it was most likely from feeling awkward at where they were stood.

“I still don’t know how you do it,” Iris said in a low voice, now looking at the ground, kicking away a few twigs and stones by her feet. Coral turned to her, trying her best to force a smile at her best friend but struggling ever so slightly.

“Do what?” she asked, even though she knew full well what it was that she meant. Sometimes she just wanted to hear it. It made it feel quite real at times, as if she needed reminding it wasn’t just a bad dream she once had, but instead the grotesque reality she lived and breathed every single day.

“You know… coming to the lake after... what happened here.”

Coral turned away and looked out at the lake in front of her. Such a beautiful place full of such sorrow, but only if Coral allowed it to feel that way, which she tried extremely hard not to do on a regular basis. That’s what the alcohol and drugs were for, to drown it out and surround her like a comfort blanket.

“Well, the lake holds more good memories than bad ones for me,” she said, cupping her hands over her eyes as the sun edged its way from behind a tree ever so slightly. “Plus, the lake parties here are immense, so I definitely can’t miss out on those, can I?”

Iris smiled at Coral, but she could still sense the haunted look in her eyes.

Coral knew that everyone was aware of the lake and its ghost stories, especially hers, but she did her best to ignore it and block it out. Either that, or she’d end up back in the base of the black hole that once engulfed her years ago, and she wasn’t sure if she’d be able to climb the slick black walls of it this time without giving up completely.

Taking a moment to think, she realised she was only halfway out of this bad place she’d mentally been in for years. Coral tried to convince herself she was fully out of it, but she knew even saying halfway out was beyond an exaggeration. This black hole in her mind and chest always reminded her of the rabbit hole from Alice in Wonderland, but instead of falling down it and ending up in Wonderland, Coral ended up in pure torturous hell. Maybe one day, she wouldn’t have to convince herself anymore, and it would be a complete truth of her progress that she was out of the black hole and back into the fresh, vibrant, colourful world everyone else seemed to live in. Maybe one day she’d be truly at ease with her life.

I can wish and hope, Coral thought.

Iris cleared her throat, completely interrupting Coral from her thoughts and said, “Are you even listening to me?”

Coral shook her head, completely having lost track of what Iris had even said in the first place.

“I agreed with you; you can’t miss out on the lake parties, and neither can I,” Iris said, draping an arm over Coral’s shoulders. Iris squeezed her shoulder and said, “Speaking of, how do you feel about engagements?”

Coral raised an eyebrow at Iris and smirked, pleased with the change of topic, suddenly feeling the sensation that her body was relaxing a little. “Listen, Iris, if that was your way of proposing to me, I’ll have to pass. I mean, the lake is a good scenic place to do it, but I like the idea of someone getting down on one knee for me.”

Iris smirked back at her and said, “That doesn’t surprise me. We all know about you getting down on one knee yourself, or maybe both knees,” and to that, Coral leant away, pulling an exaggerated half shocked face while laughing and lightly punched her friend in the arm. Iris started laughing too; any fragments of the negative vibes that were there between them moments ago had now fluttered away in the breeze. “Anyway, I don’t know if you remember a jockstrap jack-off of a guy I knew at school?”

Coral stretched her arms above her head, saying, “I’ll need more than that, Iris. There’s a whole list that comes under that sort of description.”

“Mason; he was in mine and Kruze’s business class. Anyway, so he’s now engaged to his girlfriend Brianna, and because I’ve been such a good neighbour to Bri-Bri over the years, I got an invite, including a plus one. So, if you don’t mind having to drink a hefty load of alcohol at a lakeside party with yours truly, then you are more than welcome to be my date tomorrow night.”

Coral grinned and launched herself at Iris, wrapping her arms around her. “This is one of the many reasons why I love being your best friend; you understand my destructive needs completely.”

****

After Coral and Iris had spent a handful of hours by the lake, talking about a range of things, laughing and joking until the sun had dipped enough for them to call it a day, she dropped Coral off back home. Coral looked up at her little house as she heard Iris pull away from the pavement; the dull early evening sky that circled above it that always seemed to be there was getting darker by the second. No matter how sunny a day it had been, it always seemed gloomy above her house. Suddenly, all the positive vibes she had from her and Iris’ sing-along on the way home were quickly vacuumed away and replaced with a pang of cold dullness.

Coral’s home used to be the one people talked about in the best way; the one where even if they only caught a glimpse, they’d instantly get a good sense of knowing it was full of happiness and love inside, just as it showed on the outside. It was always kept pristine, both inside and out, and the garden was always immaculate, full of arrays of flowers to brighten any day. People would come over just to say hello, to admire what had caught their eye and would be so hopeful of an invitation to come in and see just how beautiful the inside could be, if it was anything to go by from what they’d witnessed outside of the house. Who’d have thought one person leaving could have such an effect on the remaining family and its surroundings, Coral thought.

As Coral reached the front door, she placed her forehead against it and closed her eyes, feeling the coldness of the glass seep through her skin to her mind, merging itself with the icy darkness that had made a home in there already. She always struggled the most at home; even with her family around her, it still felt dysfunctional and broken beyond compare. The home that was once full of life now felt like an empty carcass.

If she had enough money, she’d most likely get her own place with her boyfriend Dylan and escape fully, but she knew she couldn’t, and as much as she despised the thought, she did have to get through the rest of her final weeks of sixth form, as Iris kept reminding her. She could almost picture her friend now, looking at her with both sympathy and sternness, saying failing isn’t an option if you want a future. But that was the thing; Coral wasn’t sure if she did want a future.

Using the last segment of energy that she could muster, Coral made her way through the front door, and as she closed the door behind her, Kruze walked into the hallway, alerted by the only sound in the eerily quiet house. He gave a tired smile in her direction before looking in the hallway mirror.

“How was school?” he asked her, fixing up his uniform, looking as smart and nerdy as ever. Having a brother in the police force instantly made Coral feel that little bit safer, but she did worry that he overworked himself most days. Not that there was any need for it to feel safer than it was; there wasn’t much chance someone would break into their house, unless someone had a way of stealing emotions. If that was the case, she’d open the door and happily invite them in to steal away every last speck of sadness and anger and let them take it all with them to dispose of somewhere far away from here.

At first, it was a lot to take in every day, breathing in the cold gloom that haunted the house, sticking to the walls and burrowing into every nook and cranny. But so many years had passed that the cold feeling had become normal room temperature to her; to them all, so much so they hardly even noticed it still lingered, completely numb to it. Probably because it was the only choice they had, accepting it was here to stay.

“It was fantastic. I love it so much that I might even consider extra classes after school, just for the fun of learning more,” Coral said, looking deadly serious. Kruze rolled his eyes.

“If you continue with that sarcasm, you’ll end up there permanently till you’re in your twenties and not for the fun of it, as you say. Have you got any homework you need to do tonight?”

Coral simmered down and crossed her arms across her chest. “Kruze, it’s sixth form, not school; I’m not 16, you know?”

“Yes, I know you’re not. You’re almost a fully functioning eighteen-year-old adult about to head into the real world of getting a job and working hard to pay bills. Now answer the question: have you got any homework you need to do tonight?”

Coral sighed. “I’ve got some coursework to do. It’s nothing major, though, so don’t worry, I’ll get it done; scout’s honour.”

Kruze smiled gently, his eyes forever looking tired and worried. Providing for their family took everything out of him, and she knew that, so no wonder he could hardly sleep at night. Running a household was tough, and she tried her best to make it easy for Kruze, but she couldn’t help but lash out when she didn’t fully understand situations with money and other problems within their home.

She wanted to get a Saturday job to help out, but she knew doing sixth form five days a week and a Saturday job would be too much for her dishevelled brain to handle. Coral didn’t really understand anything within her home or how it was still standing; she only just managed to keep herself alive and ticking over, let alone the roof over their heads.

“Well, if you need any help, just save it for tomorrow and I’ll lend a hand,” he said as he shoved his phone into a pocket of his backpack. Coral pulled a confused face, finally clicking in her head that seeing him in his uniform was unusual for a Friday evening.

“You’re working tonight?” Coral asked. Usually, she’d find him sitting in front of the television with snacks and a few cans on the coffee table, encouraging her to watch unsolved murder cases or murder mystery films with him. It was one of the only things they enjoyed doing together, and even then they’d argue sometimes about the way the police were working on investigations. Kruze would always stick to the facts like he would at work, whereas Coral would go into more depth, really trying to pick apart each suspect, wishing she had them in the interrogation chair and was putting them through their paces.

“Yeah, I’m getting some extra hours in so we can afford to eat next month,” he said and smirked at her, clearly finding himself funny. “Don’t worry, though; I’ll make sure to get enough money to afford your tortilla chips and dip.”

Coral smiled to herself as he closed the door behind him. It didn’t matter how much Kruze and Coral didn’t get on at times, she would always have the utmost respect for him and how hard he worked to provide for them all. His dream of becoming a millionaire businessman had been boxed away years ago, and in its place was the dream to work for those who lived in his community and make a difference somehow, keeping them safe and alive. But the dream became more of an obsession when he was driven more by the previous years’ events.

Coral threw her bag down by the sparse coat rack and made a move towards the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of warm grapefruit juice from the carton she’d accidentally left out this morning and leant against the worktop. After all the years that had passed by, she could never get used to how quiet and lifeless the house felt. How empty and lonely, like it was in a whole different universe of its own, making her skin crawl. She could spend a whole day out and about, having the time of her life, but the minute she stepped into her house, the emptiness filled her lungs and made it hard to breathe or even want to live, suffocating her completely. The darkness always found its way back into the front of her mind eventually; she just had to hope there was someone around when it did to keep her from becoming numb to its grasp on her and falling apart again.

Once she had finished her juice, she exited the kitchen and climbed up to the top of the wooden stairs, her bedroom door directly in front of her. She briefly turned to her right, peering over at the door that never seemed to open. Not seeing her dad often was something she’d had to quickly get used to, and even then, it never got any easier. She hadn’t seen her dad since sometime last week, and that was only for a few minutes. Losing count of how many days it had been was the norm, not that it mattered; there were always days or weeks in between when she would see him, but it was never for long enough. It was like passing a stranger on the street, and that thought alone saddened her to the core.

Coral’s dad, Jayden to the rest of the village, only ever left his room for food or the occasional checking of the post, sadly grunting a hello to either Coral or Kruze. After everything that had happened, he’d completely lost himself; all he seemed to do was exist in this house, or more like his room, practically part of the furniture. Coral hesitated but decided against calling out to her dad. It never mattered how much time had passed; whenever she called out to him only to be greeted with open arms of heart-wrenching silence, it always stung. She’d always been so close to him growing up, sharing a bond on favourite music and flavours of ice cream, but now, she didn’t even know who he was anymore, other than him being just the man who she used to know and call dad when she saw him. It didn’t stop her from loving him just as much, though; she would always be his little girl no matter how much time passed by.

Hesitantly turning back to face her bedroom door, Coral opened it gently and was greeted by a slightly cold breeze attacking her skin, causing goosebumps to appear. Coral didn’t remember leaving the window open but was grateful for the fresh air. As she sauntered over to close it and began unwrapping her hoodie from her waist, without warning, she was launched onto her bed by some great force barging into her and pinning her down, knocking the air out of her lungs. Trying with all her might to focus on the intruder above her through shaky breaths, she gave a heavy sigh, smiled, and whispered, “Go to hell, Dylan, scaring me like that.”

His husky laugh came out and made her laugh in unison, hit in the face with the powerful musk of old spice and cigarette smoke. His eyes looked a lot darker than usual, slightly bloodshot, too, but just as mysterious as always. When he leant down and kissed her hard, she could taste tobacco on his tongue. Not the tastiest of combinations, but still tasted good to her, mainly because she was used to it now. He always tasted good to her, like a forbidden fruit, or more precisely, a forbidden cigarette.

“Sorry, babe,” he said, still laughing, sitting up and dragging Coral into his lap. “Did you get my text? You never replied?”

Coral gave a small laugh. He was so off his face, which she wasn’t surprised at, but it always amazed her how much this boy could take without completely losing control.

“Yeah, I did, but I was a little bit too busy trying to learn English Literature to decide on which flavoured condoms you should buy.” Dylan raised an eyebrow and kissed her again. “Anyway, what did you decide on?”

“Cherry. Feeling fruity, babe,” he said and kissed her hard, sticking his tongue down her throat again. She could taste the vodka this time, and it almost made her gag. Dylan pushed her down onto the bed and straddled her.

The last seven months with Dylan had been pure bliss for Coral. They met one night at a party, and after one drunken, deep conversation, and a whole lot of drunken fun in bed, they decided they were good for each other. Both coming from broken families, they supported each other the only way they could think of: having a dinner for two consisting of cheap booze, drugs or tobacco, followed up by the delicious dessert of bedroom antics.

However, Kruze hated Dylan. They were once friends, but Kruze joined the force, and Dylan went down the path of illegal acts, so it put up a big wall between them. So, to prevent any angry outbursts between them, Dylan would go through the fence at the back of the house, climb up and make his way through Coral’s window, and when leaving, go the same way back. Not once had they been caught, but if ever there was an emergency, Dylan would hide in her wardrobe; it was empty enough for him to fit.

Dylan leaned over the edge of Coral’s bed and grabbed the bottle of vodka from underneath. He unscrewed the top and poured some into Coral’s mouth, spilling some over her chest.

“Oops, would you like something to clean that up with?” Dylan asked, mischief glistening in his eyes. Coral bit her lip and slowly pushed his head downwards, feeling his warm breath against her skin. How can I say no? Coral thought.
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The sound of the doorbell rattled through Coral’s head at the same time as it wound its way through her ears as if she’d just been thrashed over the head with something very dense. How much did I even drink last night? she thought to herself. Lazily looking to her right, she breathed a slight sigh of both relief and disappointment. No sign of Dylan. Even though she knew they couldn’t risk getting caught, she always wished at least once she’d wake up to him giving her morning kisses like other girls did.

Rolling out of bed, holding her head from the instant migraine that had just triggered, she looked at her childlike toadstool clock on the wall and frowned.

Nine o’clock in the morning.

“Who the hell has woke me up at this time? I get to sleep in twice a week, and someone decides to deprive me of this simple luxury,” Coral groaned under her breath while rolling over and covering her head with her pillow.

The doorbell rang again. Coral groaned even louder and swore under her breath, slowly rolling out of bed, dragging her nightshirt over her head and padding across her bedroom floor. She tottered down the stairs, ready to give whoever was on the other side of the door an earful. Normally Coral would stay in bed past midday on a weekend, and even that was early for her. She enjoyed her sleep as much as a cat did. Some days, she wished the sleep would take her permanently, but it never happened; clearly, someone above had other plans for her.

When Coral opened the front door, she was surprised to see Benji. Tall, muscular, police uniform as pristine and tight as ever, showing off his athletic physique underneath. Coral stood up straighter and opened her eyes fully. She turned her head back towards the hallway and shouted, “Kruze, it’s for you,” unaware of Kruze’s whereabouts in the house, if he was even home at all. She hadn’t been awake at this time for so many years on a weekend that she wasn’t even aware of his Saturday morning routine.

Benji put a gentle hand on Coral’s shoulder, making her turn back around with a small smile playing on her lips. “I’ve actually come to see you, Coral. Can I come in? I promise I won’t take up too much of your time.” Coral stepped to the side to let him in, a surprised look on her face, as Kruze reached the front door.

“Benji? What’re you doing here?” Kruze asked, standing up a little bit straighter with a steaming mug of coffee in his hand. He was obviously trying to show he could still be ready for a hard day’s work and be serious, even when wearing his Star Wars dressing gown.

“He needs to talk to me,” Coral said in a sing-song voice, twirling her hair between her fingers. She always liked acting coy around Benji. She knew he liked it, even if he did keep a straight face when she did it.

“You can join us if you want,” Benji said to Kruze. He clearly knew time alone with Coral wouldn’t end well. She rolled her eyes and headed for the dining room, Benji following behind while Kruze headed for the kitchen to make his colleague a drink.

Once in the dining room, they sat down at the table, facing each other. Benji clasped his hands together in a tight grip on the dining room table, his knuckles turning so white she thought the bone would split through within seconds. Coral leant forward, crossing her arms over each other, smiling in his direction.

There was a party a while ago, one where Benji had made a move on Coral, not realising she was Kruze’s little sister. Nothing major happened, but it was enough for Coral to use as blackmail against Benji. She raised her leg under the table and gently rubbed her foot up his leg. She never felt guilty towards Dylan when she did these small ‘acts of kindness’ towards other guys because she knew Dylan most likely did the same behind her back with other girls. However, they were both too numb to care about silly things; they let normal humans be affected by things like that, those who could actually feel emotions other than wanting to be non-existent to the universe.

“Coral, don’t,” he said sternly, moving his leg away from hers. Coral pouted at him in response.

“So, what have I done? Have I been a bad girl?” Coral asked with a spark in her eyes, the smirk on her face growing.

“Coral, I said don’t. This is a serious matter, so stop this immediately,” Benji said, authority in his voice, gesturing towards her flirtatious actions and words. One word sprung to Coral’s mind: attractive.

“Stop what?” Kruze questioned, entering the room and putting a steaming hot mug down in front of Benji. Coral smirked up at him.

“Nothing, let’s just get down to business, shall we,” he said, taking a sip from his mug, nodding at Kruze as a thanks for the drink and distraction. “So, Coral, you’re an artist, right?”

“Yes. It’s nice that you’re taking an interest in my passions,” she said, continuing to lean forward.

“Spray paint much?” Benji asked, raising an eyebrow.

Coral sat back at this, her eyebrows knitting together to portray confusion across her face. Spray paint? she pondered.

“I usually stick to my palette and a brush. Why?”

Benji reached into his pocket and took out his phone. Scrolling through pictures, he showed her one in particular that he was referring to. It was a brick wall with black graffiti spelling out ‘Coral is found under the water’; the word ‘Coral’ was sprayed in pink.

Graffiti, Coral noted, how basic.

“Now, let’s talk like adults. I’d rather you just admitted this was you rather than me having to press you to tell me the truth and get us all tangled up in a mess that can be hugely avoided. You’ve committed slight offences before; I’m not bringing those up.”

Coral looked at him dumbfounded; graffiti wasn’t her thing.

Benji continued, “This was taken around the back of the bookshop in the village.”

Coral continued to stare at him, not quite sure where this conversation was going.

“Graffiti is an offence that you can be fined for, Coral. Did you know that?”

Coral sat staring at him for what felt like minutes going by rather than seconds, completely oblivious to his words. She wanted to leave her mark on the world, but why would she pick somewhere so obvious or something, in her view, so un-creative? Offence was well and truly taken, but she tried to keep her cool; she couldn’t let mister authority take pride in calling her out and making her look stupid, especially in front of Kruze.

“You think I did that? I don’t know whether to be offended or extremely offended. It’s hardly an original piece; it’s just scruffy amateur graffiti. I’m way above that when it comes to art,” Coral said, leaning her head to one side.

“Why are you being so relaxed about this? It’s not a joke,” Benji questioned. People always did this, talking to her like she was still 13; it was one of the reasons she got pissed off way too easily.

“Because I didn’t do it, that’s why I’m so relaxed,” she said, her voice wobbling slightly, the heat in her beginning to build up.

Benji leaned forward. “Look, Coral, if this is some cry for help, then I can offer help to you. Once the fine is paid for, we could arrange for you to see a counsellor or someone professional if you’re feeling troubled about what happened still—”

Coral sat forward abruptly, digging her nails into the wooden table. “What did you just say to me?” she spat out at him. Calm and collected time was over; she was in full-on rage mode now, the fire fully lit and blazing out of control inside her like an extreme version of a bonfire. No extinguisher could put this out; it would take a whole firefighter team, and even then, that was at a push.

Kruze moved his chair back slowly and gently so that he didn’t alarm her. “Coral, calm down—”

“Calm down! CALM DOWN? Did you hear what he just said to me?” she shouted, frantically looking at her brother. She turned her gaze towards the other police officer in front of her with a raw animal look on her face, snarling. “Say it again, Benji,” Coral said, gritting her teeth together, “I dare you.”

Benji stood his ground despite the anger burning through Coral and radiating like wildfire, which was more than apparent right at this moment. He had hit a nerve with her but needed to keep professional, even if it would more than likely make Coral lash out even more than she was already.

“If you need help with your grieving, then I can support you in getting the help you need. I don’t want to find that I ignore the graffiti and that you—”

“That I what, Benji?” Coral abruptly stood up, knocking her chair backwards and over onto the laminate. “That I’ll drown myself? Is that what you think I’m going to do? End my life?”

Benji swallowed so loudly that Coral heard him from across the table; the nerves in him had clearly set in. “I didn’t mean to cause offence, Coral. I just think you—”

“Get out before I punch you,” she growled, a fierce lioness ready to attack her prey, just waiting for the right moment.

“Coral, you can’t threaten a police officer like that,” Kruze said with a slight sternness to his voice, as if he was trying to warn her as he walked around the table to get to her.

“Don’t come near me, Kruze,” she said, pointing at him. “He just blatantly said that I wanted to kill myself. If I was that desperate to kill myself, I would’ve already done it, Benji. I’d do it without leaving clues. I’d do it so quietly,” she said, pointing a finger at Benji this time, her voice lowering to not much louder than a whisper, tears burning in her eyes, tempting themselves to spill over any second, but she wouldn’t let them. She wouldn’t give anyone the satisfaction.
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