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CHAPTER 1




The First Kill







Channing despised anything that was even remotely gory.

Like when Channing was in elementary school and scraped his knee when he fell off his bike. Or like when he got a bloody nose. Or even when he got chicken pox and scratched hard enough to draw blood. Or even like when Channing got a papercut just now as he sat on the living room couch. Rhys, Amber, Vincent, and Stacia stood several feet away from him, drinking. However, Channing’s attention hadn’t shifted until he pricked his finger. 

Blood dotted Channing’s finger, then he tucked the SAT vocabulary packet under his right armpit. Channing needed to be more careful in the future. Being clumsy was no way to go through life. Especially since making a fool of himself was the last thing Channing wanted. Life was complicated enough without Channing embarrassing himself.

Channing grunted. “Crap.”

Rhys eyed Channing. “Something wrong?”

Channing held up his right index finger. 

Rhys chuckled after taking a swig of his drink. “No offense, but you had to know bringing homework to a party was trouble.”

Amber rolled her eyes. “Five people doesn’t constitute a party.”

“It’s not homework.” Channing waved the packet at Rhys. “They’re SAT words.”

“My mistake,” Rhys said.

Stacia wrinkled her nose. “Don’t mock Channing—his commitment to academics is admirable.”

“On a Friday night?” Rhys asked.

“I don’t get why we aren’t hanging by the pool.” Amber placed her cup on the living room table, then got a hair tie from her pocket and placed her hair in a ponytail.

“You know my parents’ rule.” Rhys gave a mock frown. “No swimming if we’re gonna be drinking.”

Rhys’s comment lingered in Channing’s mind for a beat. At a first glance, Rhys’s parents sounded strict. Yet Channing couldn’t fault them for their stance. Being concerned about their kid’s safety was something a responsible parent would do. And Channing couldn’t remember the last time a parent in Silverview at least feigned consideration for their children. Not when tending to their luscious lawns, arranging for contractors to renovate their McMansions so they could keep up with the neighbors, and wearing the latest designer clothes proved more important. Channing’s shoulders tensed. The opulence was never in short supply, and Channing hated it. There had to be more to life than superficial comforts. Channing didn’t know what he’d do if he remained trapped in Silverview for the rest of his life.

“At least your parents let you drink,” Stacia said.

“Not every day.” Rhys sipped more of his drink.

“Same difference.” Stacia shifted her weight toward Channing. “You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Channing tossed his packet to the side. 

Rhys smirked. “Want me to lick your wound for you?”

Channing winced. “No, that’d be gross.”

“Don’t say I didn’t offer,” Rhys said.

Amber shook her head. “Why would you wanna lick someone’s papercut?”

Rhys shrugged. “It was only a suggestion.”

“Maybe we should cut you off,” Vincent said.

“I’m only on my first drink!” Rhys exclaimed.

Vincent snorted. “It might be one drink too many.”

“Thanks, Dad!” Rhys chugged his drink before crushing the red Solo cup, then dropped the cup to the floor.

“You’re gonna litter in your house?” Stacia asked.

“Yeah, I am. Do you have a problem with that?” Rhys asked.

“It’s your funeral.” Stacia pushed a lock of her light brown hair to the side.

“I’ll clean later.” Rhys walked over to Channing, then sat next to Channing and looped an arm around him. 

Channing’s heart fluttered. One instance of platonic affection wasn’t a big deal. However, Channing couldn’t help himself. He was only human. Respecting boundaries—such as with Rhys—didn’t mean he was clueless. Only a fool would’ve been oblivious to what everyone else noticed. Like with Rhys’s spiked hair. Or his biceps. Or even his ripped abs. Playing football suited Rhys. And Channing needed all of one second to realize his classmates must’ve been lining up to date Rhys. 

“Why don’t I make you a drink?” Rhys asked, arm still wrapped around Channing. 

Channing let out a nervous laugh. “The SAT words aren’t gonna memorize themselves.”

“I’m sure you’ll get a perfect score when you retake the SAT,” Vincent said.

“Vincent is right,” Rhys said. “And if you don’t want a drink, that’s fine too—I can make you a nonalcoholic drink.”

“It’s not that.” Channing pushed Rhys’s arm off him. “I just don’t understand why you guys aren’t worried about college applications.”

Channing meant what he said, because he felt like he currently lived in an alternate universe. In a logical world, his friends would’ve been stressed about academics like him. Channing only needed to watch the news or read an online article about how getting into college got harder with each passing year. And that truth made Channing’s situation worse. Acceptance rates would be lower than last year. So, Channing wished he’d graduated high school the previous year if it meant a slightly higher acceptance rate. Life would always be challenging, and Channing welcomed any advantage.

Maybe, just maybe, Channing’s friends were worried about their post high school life and they didn’t show it. Phony behavior existed even with people who weren’t strangers. Like when asking someone how they were. “I’m fine” was the default response nine out of ten times—most people didn’t usually care how someone was doing.

Amber massaged her temple. “This is gonna be a long night, isn’t it?”

“Got that right,” Stacia said.

Rhys met Channing’s gaze. “If charm were the only factor in college admissions, you’d get into any school you want.”

“That’s sweet of you,” Channing said. 

“I’m being serious.” Rhys grabbed a handful of popcorn from the bowl in front of him.

Channing sighed. “Sorry for being a downer—I should read the room better.”

“We were only teasing,” Stacia said.

“Are your parents giving you pressure about college?” Vincent tugged at the sides of his leather jacket. And Channing would’ve scoffed in any other situation—he didn’t understand why someone would wear a jacket while inside, especially since it wouldn’t officially be fall for a few more weeks—but he couldn’t believe he let his academic concerns hijack what was supposed to be a fun afternoon. 

“No,” Channing mumbled.

“Then where is this coming from?” Amber took a seat on the couch across from Channing and Rhys.

“Me,” Channing said.

The realization wasn’t easy, but Channing had to stop lying to himself. Not wanting to stay in Silverview for the rest of his life meant he needed to take advantage of every possible opportunity, such as how doing well in school might lead to acceptances to lucrative universities and create a bright future for him.

Rhys clapped his hands. “It’s official. No more school talk for the rest of the evening.”

Channing nodded. “Sounds good.”

“One last thing,” Stacia said. “Just remember the October SAT is still a little over a month away.”

“Cool,” Channing said.

Rhys smirked. “Try to sound more excited. Not like you’re retaking the SAT tomorrow.”

“People say the June SAT is always the easiest one,” Stacia said.

Channing sniggered. “I heard the same thing.”

“No way of knowing if that’s actually true, though,” Stacia said.

“True,” Channing said.

“I heard that rumor too.” Amber grabbed some chips from the bowl next to the popcorn. 

“And, as usual, I’m out of the loop.” Vincent removed his leather jacket before throwing it over his shoulder. 

Channing envied Vincent—he would’ve given anything to have a more carefree attitude. Imagining a world where life didn’t constantly revolve around academics and college applications wasn’t possible for Channing. Letting his guard down would’ve been disastrous. Being a shark and having killer instincts was necessary for survival. 

“I thought you’d never remove your jacket,” Channing said.

“It’s hotter than I realized.” Vincent scratched the back of his neck.

Channing suppressed laughter. “Better late than never.”

“I can’t believe we’re halfway done with high school,” Stacia said.

Rhys’s eyebrows knitted together. “What did I say about no more school talk?”

“Okay, okay,” Stacia said.

Channing nudged Rhys. “Maybe you need to lighten up.”

“Seriously?” Rhys asked.

“Here’s a thought,” Amber said. “Does anyone think it’s some weird cosmic coincidence that our parents were all friends in high school and now we’re all friends?”

Stacia shrugged. “Stranger things happen all the time.”

“True.” Amber paused for a beat. “But it’s funny how things work out sometimes.”

“There are worse things to have in common,” Rhys said.

Stacia stroked her chin. “I wonder if all our kids will be friends one day.”

“Don’t wish your life away,” Vincent said.

“It was merely a hypothetical question.” Stacia went over to the bar and made another margarita. 

“Mind making me one?” Channing called out.

Stacia nodded at Channing.

“Nice seeing you have some fun for once.” Rhys ruffled Channing’s hair, yet Channing didn’t protest. Channing gave up on Rhys not messing up his hair a long time ago—Channing’s time was better spent doing other things. Even if styling his hair in the morning took Channing a good five minutes or so. 

Rhys winked. “You ever thought about having kids, Chan?”

There it was. Chan. Channing didn’t know how to feel about Rhys giving him a nickname. On the one hand, the effort showed Rhys cared. But Channing couldn’t shake that “Chan” felt weird as far as nicknames went. 

“Did I say something wrong?” Rhys continued.

“No, it’s fine.” Channing hadn’t even hesitated with his answer. Settling down and having children was the last thing Channing wanted to contemplate. Youth was a finite thing; some corny expressions were true. Channing was only seventeen once. So, Channing would damn well try to enjoy his last two years of high school. 

Stacia approached Channing, then handed him his drink. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Channing took a big sip of his margarita. The mixture of sweet and sour flavors electrified his taste buds while the alcohol burned his throat. Then, Channing heaved a sigh. Rhys’s family might’ve lived in a McMansion, but they didn’t believe in buying top-shelf liquor. Good alcohol was supposed to be smooth. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” Rhys said.

Channing averted his gaze, choosing to focus on his cup. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”

“Don’t play dumb with me.” Rhys placed his hands on his lap. “Not having a 4.0 GPA doesn’t mean I don’t know how to read social cues.”

“Do tell.”

“If I hit a nerve, then tell me.”

“It’s fine.” Channing drank more of his margarita.

“You know what sucks,” Stacia said, slurring her words. “We have popcorn and chips, yet we don’t have any actual real food.”

When Stacia was right, she was right—Channing didn’t disagree with her. Having an actual meal would be nice. There was a chance Stacia was being melodramatic, though, which wouldn’t surprise Channing. Rhys’s fridge couldn’t be completely empty. 

Then again, cooking was a hassle, given how time consuming it was. Channing only needed to look at his own family to prove that point. It often took his mother a good an hour and a half from the time she started cooking till the time she was done loading the dishwasher and cleaning all the pots and pans.

“Nobody is stopping you from ordering a couple pizzas,” Rhys said.

“Pizza would be nice,” Vincent replied.

“Agreed.” Amber grabbed more popcorn.

“I’ll get right on that.” Stacia whipped out her iPhone from her pocket.

Rhys tilted his head. “It sucks Kaylee couldn’t be here. I would’ve loved to have her here.”

“It’s not a big deal,” Amber said.

“Where is she?” Rhys asked. 

“Horseback riding.” Amber tucked her hands behind her neck. 

Amber went over to Vincent. And the two of them soon became engrossed in conversation, leaving Channing and Rhys to themselves.

“I’m surprised you don’t have a football game tonight.” Channing finished his drink before placing the empty cup on the counter.

“That’s not till next Friday,” Rhys said.

Channing frowned. “Crap!”

“What is it?”

“I don’t have my iPhone on me.”

“So much for being prepared for any situation.”

“This isn’t funny, Rhys.”

“Sorry.” Rhys stretched his arms. 

“I’m gonna go back to my house and get it.”

Rhys gave Channing a funny look. “Are you kidding?”

“It’ll take ten minutes tops.”

Rhys nudged. “See? Aren’t you glad we live in the same neighborhood?”

“Yeah, I don’t have far to go if I want someone to tease me about worrying too much about school.”

“You’d be lost without me.”

“Maybe.”

“You can’t go one evening without your iPhone?” Rhys asked.

Counting to ten in his head was the best thing Channing could do to calm his nerves. Being friends with someone meant sometimes having to tolerate annoying things. In an ideal situation, Rhys wouldn’t have questioned Channing wanting his cellphone. Yet life would never be perfect. So, Channing accepted Rhys as he was. 

“What if someone needs to reach me in case of an emergency?” Channing finally said.

“Fine. You have a point.”

“Anyway, I’ll be back.” Channing stood before brushing off a piece of lint.

Rhys’s eyes widened. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“Haven’t you been paying attention?”

“I meant I’m not gonna let you go by yourself.”

Channing didn’t know whether to be flattered or annoyed. Rhys’s tone wasn’t condescending, but Channing loathed being treated like a five year old. It wasn’t like Channing wanted to climb Mt. Everest. Channing was only going a few houses down the street from Rhys’s home.

“Now who’s the worrier?” Channing asked.

“It’s getting late.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine,” Channing said. “But if I ever need a bodyguard, you’ll be the first one I ask.”

Rhys licked his lips. “My services don’t come cheap.”

“Why I am not surprised?”

Rhys whistled, then Stacia, Vincent, and Amber gazed in Rhys’s direction. “Channing and I are going back to his house—he forgot his iPhone.”

Amber giggled. “Sounds like you’re looking for an excuse to be alone with him.”

“I’m the one who told Channing not to worry about leaving his iPhone at home,” Rhys said. “It’s just one evening.”

“Whatever you say.” Amber played with her ponytail. 

“Don’t do anything too scandalous,” Stacia said, slurring her words even more than she had before.

“Don’t listen to Stacia.” Vincent drew in a breath. “Ending up on the evening news is exactly what needs to happen.”

Rhys turned to Channing. “Let’s go.”

“Gladly.”

Rhys shuffled out of the living room. Channing trailed after Rhys, letting Rhys take the lead. 

Tree branches rattled in the wind after Channing and Rhys exited the house and stepped outside. A faint chill lingered in the air, and Channing knew what that meant without Rhys or anyone else uttering a word. Fall was coming. Cold air didn’t have to nip his face or sting his lungs for Channing to know the change in seasons was as inevitable as night and day. And that fact didn’t bother Channing. This time of year was his favorite. Channing didn’t have to let go of summer, yet he still had something to look forward to—fall. It’d be Halloween before Channing knew it. And then Thanksgiving. And then Christmas. And then, bam, it’d be a new year. 

“Watch your step!” Rhys said.

Channing’s jaw twitched while he almost tripped and fell down the last couple steps.

At least Channing didn’t injure himself, though. Making a fool of himself in front of Rhys was the last thing that Channing wanted. Doing so would only allow Rhys to tease him more. And Channing couldn’t have that—not if he wanted to have a polished image. 

Channing was about to exit the driveway when Rhys blocked him with his arm. After that, Channing swore under his breath. Being considerate was one thing. But Rhys needed to dial back the coddling ASAP. Almost having an accident moments earlier didn’t mean Channing forgot he should look both ways before crossing the street. 

“All clear,” Rhys said.

“Thanks.”

“Can you blame me for looking out for a friend?”

“I’m sure you wouldn’t act the same way if you were with Stacia, Vincent, or Amber.”

“What’s your point?” Rhys asked.

“Nothing.”

“Don’t do that.” Rhys halted, now standing in front of Channing. “If you’ve got something to say, then say it. Secrets are toxic.”

“Don’t be so dramatic”

“Well?” Rhys demanded.

“Me being a little ditzy doesn’t mean I need you to be overprotective.”

“It’s just how I am.”

“Whatever.”

Channing and Rhys resumed walking, yet neither one of them said anything. And the silence was fine by Channing. Maybe silence would do them some good. Being comfortable with gaps in conversations was a sign of a good friendship, after all. 

Wind hissed louder, almost as if someone screamed. Goosebumps formed on Channing’s back, arm, and legs. Perhaps silence wasn’t best. And that meant Channing would have to do something he almost never did—swallow his pride.

“Hopefully, you weren’t bothered by everyone joking around,” Channing said. “I’m sure none of them meant anything by it.”

“You’re gonna have to be more specific.” 

“I was referring to their romance jokes.”

Rhys snickered. “Oh, that.”

“Yeah…”

“It’s fine. Getting upset would only make me a hypocrite—gotta be able to take back what you dish out.”

“True.” 

“I’d also be lying if I denied enjoying the closeness of our friendship.” Rhys grabbed Channing’s hand. Channing’s stomach sank. 

Holding hands wasn’t something Channing did with Stacia, Vincent, or Amber. So, Channing couldn’t even begin to speculate about what Rhys’s intentions were. Ambiguity was something Channing would never one-hundred percent understand. Because that was the thing about life. Gray areas existed more than people admitted, yet people almost never discussed them. 

“Like with this,” Rhys finally said. “Us holding hands shouldn’t be a big deal. I mean, it would be with anyone else. But not us. If anything, the closeness shows how comfortable we are with each other.”

“Whatever you say.”

Rhys pulled his hand away, begging the question of whether Rhys had been sincere. However, Channing didn’t have time to psychoanalyze Rhys. Even a snail would’ve gone quicker than them. Unless that was what Rhys wanted. Channing hadn’t forgotten Amber’s comment about Rhys looking for any excuse to be alone with him. And in a way, Rhys’s behavior amused Channing. Rhys was the most attention Channing ever got—he hadn’t even had so much as a first kiss before. 

“Do you have any idea where your iPhone might be?” Rhys asked.

“In my parents’ bedroom.”

“Do I even wanna know what you were doing in your parents’ room?”

“Get your mind out of the gutter!” Channing said. “I must’ve misplaced my phone when I returned her laundry.”

Rhys elbowed Channing. “Still aren’t helping your case about not sounding kinky.”

Channing didn’t know what he was going to do with Rhys. Teasing was all well and good, yet it got old after a while. Certain situations required seriousness, after all. People couldn’t hide behind witty jokes and smiles their entire lives.

“I was doing my mother a favor,” Channing said.

“Whatever.”

“It’s not a huge deal—I was washing a couple of towels anyway,” Channing said. “You’ve never helped pick up the slack at certain times?”

“Nope.”

“Good to know.”

“Although, I’m impressed you had time to do laundry before coming over to my house.”

“Guess I’m a real Renaissance man.” 

“Your dad can’t help with the chores?” Rhys asked.

“Not when he’s always traveling for work.”

“Gotcha.”

A lump lingered in Channing’s throat despite that he hadn’t said anything tragic. Dwelling on his father’s absence wasn’t something Channing enjoyed. No explanation were necessary about how the house often felt quiet when it was only Mom and him. And Channing could only take being alone with his thoughts for so long.

“Did you do something different with your hair?” Rhys asked.

“Yeah, I re-bleached my roots and got a trim.”

“Cool. Looks nice.”

Channing groaned. “You don’t have to compliment me because we’re friends.”

“I wasn’t. I was being sincere.”

“Thanks.”

Rhys pointed to Channing’s pink leopard print shirt and shorts. “Cool outfit.”

“Whatever.”

“Can’t you accept someone saying something nice about you without worrying about any consequences?” Rhys asked.

“Guess not.”

“You should lighten up.”

Channing gritted his teeth. Saying an occasional nice comment was one thing, yet Rhys always laid it on thick. And Channing didn’t know how much more he could endure. Channing was friends with Rhys because he wanted to—not because Channing wanted an ego boost. And that point seemed to escape Rhys for whatever reason. The subtext also spoke for itself. Like how Stacia, Vincent, and Amber never mentioned anything about Channing’s appearance. So, wondering what Rhys’s intentions were was only natural for Channing. 

“Yeah, I know relaxing is easier said than done,” Rhys continued.

“Let’s keep walking.”

Channing and Rhys stepped onto Channing’s driveway, and walked up the front steps. Channing pulled out his key from his pocket once he and Rhys approached the front door. 

Rhys gave Channing a small smile. “Glad you didn’t forget your key.”

“Give me some credit.”

Channing opened the door. He and Rhys flocked toward the stairwell, not bothering to lock the front door. It wasn’t like this errand would take long. 

Channing and Rhys ascended the stairs after Channing flicked on the light. They arrived at Channing’s parents’ bedroom a couple minutes later. The door was open, so Channing didn’t have to knock. Rhys turned on the bedroom lights right as Channing entered the room.

Something caught Channing’s attention from the corner of the eye. His iPhone was right where he left it on top of the bed. He grabbed his iPhone.

“Are you kidding me?” said someone while footsteps echoed. 

The voice would’ve been recognizable anywhere—it was Channing’s mother. Channing threw a gaze toward the bedroom closet and a smirk tugged at Rhys’s lips as the footsteps grew louder. 

Channing and Rhys unfolded the closet doors and got inside the closet, closing the doors behind them. 

The bedroom door creaked.

“We’re gonna have to push back the client meeting by a couple hours,” Mom said. “And that’s all there is to it.”

Channing and Rhys exchanged looks with each other while a silence hovered over the room. In all the various situations Channing had imagined over the years, he’d never once anticipated standing in a closet with Rhys. This scenario was something Channing might’ve expected from a middle school party, but not now.

“If you’ll excuse me, I’ve gotta go,” Mom said. “Something requires my attention.”

Channing and Rhys looked at each other again. Sweat tumbled down Channing’s back. Maybe, just maybe, Mom had realized Channing and Rhys were hiding in the closet. The bedroom lights being on could’ve been a give-away. 

Mom shrieked. “What the fuck is going on? Don’t you know breaking and entering is a crime?”

If there was another person in the bedroom next to Mom, the individual wasn’t speaking. Channing didn’t know whether he should be relieved or terrified. Mom could be in danger, and he and Rhys weren’t doing anything. 

Mom yelled louder. “Please don’t kill me!”

Rhys brought his finger up to his lips while Channing’s heart thumped faster. As much as Channing didn’t like being cowardly, Rhys was right. Endangering themselves wouldn’t do any good. Even if the pit Channing’s stomach would expand from his mother possibly being in danger.

Mom’s screams pierced the air, which was followed by the slamming of the bedroom door a couple moments later. The footsteps grew inaudible after another beat, and Channing and Rhys exited the closet. 

Channing put his hand over his mouth, muffling sobs. His mother was lying on the bedroom floor, drenched in a pool of her own blood. But Channing didn’t have time to contemplate how the once beige carpeting around Mom was tinged bright red. Channing was more concerned about the knife in Mom’s stomach. Leaving the murder weapon inside his mother seemed beyond cruel—almost as if the killer wanted to send a message. 

Tears fell down Channing’s face after he kneeled. Channing made a fist as his breathing became belabored. Mom couldn’t be dead—there had to be a misunderstanding. Channing just didn’t know what it was.

Rhys pouted. “I’m so sorry, Chan.”

Channing rose before crying some more. He didn’t care if the killer was still in the house and could hear his cries from the bedroom. This moment was one of those times when Channing couldn’t be brave. Courage wasn’t some magic cure-all—it only got someone so far. The world was a scary place, and only a fool would’ve denied that fact. Life could change for the worse on a moment’s notice.

Channing dug his nails into his palms, almost drawing blood. Not intervening cost Mom her life. And Channing would have to live with that fact for the rest of his life. 

Rhys wrapped an arm around him, and Channing buried his head on Rhys’s shoulder. Getting comfort wouldn’t erase Mom’s death, but a reassuring touch was the only thing Channing had in this moment. So, he didn’t object to the embrace. Even if Channing wondered about what the boundaries of his dynamic with Rhys were. 

Rhys’s grip tightened. “It’ll be okay.”

Maybe, just maybe, if Channing believed Rhys, then life would be okay in time. False hope was better than no hope. It was the only thing Channing had left at this point.










CHAPTER 2




A Second Chance at Death







Life sucked at the moment—Channing just couldn’t dance around that fact. Retrieving his iPhone was supposed to be a simple errand, not the worst night of his life. The image of his mom with the knife in her stomach would forever be ingrained in Channing’s mind. Life wasn’t as simple as in Disney movies. Channing couldn’t snap his fingers and make all his problems disappear on a whim, regardless of how much he wanted to. 

The only thing that surprised Channing was how quickly everything had unfolded. Rhys was decent enough to call the police, and the detectives, crime scene technicians, and pathologist arrived in no time only to leave in no time. So, Channing’s heart lurched. His life changed for the worse on a moment’s notice. Previously, Channing had always scoffed when people talked about a moment feeling surreal. But now Channing was in the same situation as those people. Mom shouldn’t have died. Yet here Channing was, pacing back and forth in his bedroom while a humid sensation suffocated him. Channing might as well have been buried alive—Mom’s death was something he couldn’t outrun. 

Channing decided he couldn’t continue his pity party, though. Not yet, at least. Rhys had been kind enough to handle calling the cops. But this phone call was something Channing had to handle himself. 

Several deep breaths later, Channing grabbed his iPhone from the top of his dresser and called his father.

“Hello?” Dad said.

“It’s me, Channing.”

“I know who you are.”

Channing’s stomach cartwheeled. Just once he would’ve liked to chat with Dad without his father giving him attitude. Especially since Channing needed to tell Dad about what happened to Mom.

“There’s something I’ve gotta tell you,” Channing forced out.

“I told you and Mom not to call me unless it was an emergency,” Dad said. “Don’t you understand how busy I am? You might’ve interrupted a client meeting.”

Channing could’ve put a fist through a wall. It wouldn’t have killed Dad to pretend to be at least a little happy to hear from him. It wasn’t like Channing wanted a Mercedes. No. Channing would leave that to Rhys—he was more than fine with driving his Honda Accord. 

“Are you gonna tell me what you want?” Dad asked.

“Mom’s dead,” Channing blurted. “Someone killed her.”

“What did you say?”

“You heard me.”

“I must’ve misheard you. There’s no way you said your mother was murdered.”

“For fuck’s sake!” Channing exclaimed.

“Watch the language.”

Caring about using profanity felt futile; Dad shouldn’t be lecturing Channing about bad language, not when it hadn’t even been an hour since the coroner put Mom in a body bag and removed her from the house. Channing refused to be Dad’s emotional punching bag. And that meant Channing wouldn’t make excuses for Dad. Channing recognised Dad’s lecturing him about swearing was an example of misplaced emotions, but even that felt like he was being generous. 

Channing didn’t feel like being generous, though. Not when Mom was dead. As morbid as it sounded, nothing else mattered. Channing didn’t know how he was supposed to carry on with the rest of his evening, let alone the rest of his life. There’d be a lot of firsts Channing would have to face, and the impending grief surrounding his mother’s death might’ve been an example that time didn’t heal all wounds. There would be a first Thanksgiving since Mom died. First Christmas. First birthday without Mom. And so on. 
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