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To those who have found themselves lost.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgements


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Thank you to those who believed in a girl with these voices in her head.

Morgan, thank you for always being by my side.

Special thank you to Emily for naming Kai.

Michelle, thank you for all that you do. You are my rock star!

Dawn, one day we will rule the world.

To my readers, thank you for continuing to support me. 
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He’ll rock more than her heart. 
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My only goal as soon as I graduate is leaving this small town and everyone in it behind but then he happens. Kai Cooper is broody and mysterious. He’s everything I said I didn’t want. A bad boy musician on the road to stardom. A complication I never saw coming. He’s got secrets that not only rock my heart, they shatter my world and change everything. 

This is a new adult high school romance about first time love and falling for the bad boy with a good heart.  

*Previously released as The Suffocation of Katie/Cooper’s Religion*
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Suffocation is the process of asphyxiation.

Asphyxia, derived from the Greek language, meaning without a heartbeat.

Being loved is just like being suffocated. 

This is the Suffocation of Katie.
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Chapter 1
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Slender, cold fingers pluck one of my earbuds out. “Straight home after school.” 

“Yes, mother,” I groan, not bothering to look at her. She kisses the top of my head, and I shrink away from her touch. It’s not that I don’t love my mother. I do. There are just some things that alter your perception of people. Once you know their dirty truth, there is no going back with them. I carry my mother’s guilt—her sins are with me every day...I suppose that makes me a hypocrite, considering I have guilt and sins of my own.

She sticks my bud back in my ear, and I continue to slurp the last of the milk circling the bottom of my cereal bowl.  I shiver as I get the last drop. The past year has been rough. The heating in our old house isn’t that great. I taped a trash bag over my bedroom window to try to keep some of the draft away. 

We can’t afford my getting sick again. Two years ago, I came down with pneumonia and spent a very dull week in the hospital. My mom, she missed a lot of work, so she could sit at my bedside and paint my toenails pink. I hate pink. I think she did it trying to get a rise out of me, but I begged her to go home. Honestly, I think she was there because my doctor was young and hot. And well...my mother, she never passes up a chance to flirt with a good-looking man, especially one who has money. 

No one knows what my home life is like. I lie to everyone. I tell my friends that my mother is only a waitress at the local diner. The lie is much easier than the truth. My mother doesn’t only work the normal nine to five at the diner...she turns tricks on the side. My mother is a glorified prostitute. Classy, right? I hate it. 

My mom didn’t grow up dreaming of being a hooker. She said that men were going to take that piece of her regardless. She might as well be paid for it. 

She says to me, ‘Katie, I do everything I do, because that’s how much I love you.’  

Have you ever had someone love you so much that you feel like you can’t come up for air? That is how much my mother loves me, although I’m the product of rape. Her love is suffocating—being loved is just like being suffocated.

My mother has never told me who my father was or is. I can’t imagine how hard it was for her to make the choice to raise me, but she did. I love her for loving me that much, but some days it is so overwhelming. 

Our home is far from fancy, we live on the rougher side of the train tracks. Most of our furniture is hand me downs from friends. I babysit on the weekends for cash to get what I need for school, but it barely covers my supplies. We really can’t afford the rent here, even with government assistance, but mom has a deal worked out with the landlord, or as I call him, the slumlord. What kind of deal do they have? I don’t want to know.  

My mother lights up her cigarette, adding to the already stale smell of smoke and liquor. I hate going to school smelling like a bar.

I place my bowl in the sink and slip my hoodie on over my t-shirt. Then I grab my black faded messenger bag I scored at the missionary for free last week after tucking my iPhone inside. I feel naked whenever I forget it. The only reason I have my phone is because it’s Penny’s old one. I just have to pay my bill.  I do one of those prepay monthly deals. I would never be able to afford it otherwise.

I’m not big into church, but I love gospel music and singing with the choir. I started going to church because when my mom gets angry with me she calls me an abomination, and I wanted God to know that I’m not something bore from hate. I try so hard to be a good person. It may be weird to some but church is where I go on evenings I know my mom has a ‘date’.  I am always afraid one of her clients will think they can have me as well. It’s safer if I’m not home.

Our neighbors probably think that my mother is a drug dealer with all the men who come and go throughout the week. But then again, the old woman next door can hardly hear or see, so she probably doesn’t even notice.

I wave at Mrs. Jennings as I shut the front gate to our yard. 

“Have you seen Percy?” She asks, standing by the edge of the chain-link fence that divides our yards. Percy is one of her many cats. Yes, I live next to a crazy cat lady. 

“No, he is probably somewhere getting warm, Deloris.” I have to speak louder than I would like, but if I don’t practically yell in her face, she won’t hear a word I say. Percy probably threw himself into oncoming traffic. The woman is really sweet, but if she talks Percy’s ear off as much as she does mine, then there is a good chance he has ran away.  I say goodbye, making a promise to come over for dinner later this week. I know she is lonely. I go over and check on her when I can, or when I need to get away from my mom. I have spent many nights eating with Mrs. Jennings, well Deloris. She takes offense if I call her Mrs. She has been like the grandma I never knew I wanted. 

Two blocks over, Becks, short for Beckett, is waiting for me. Becks is my best friend, and if it wasn’t for him, I probably would have died of starvation in middle school.  We met in the fifth grade when his family moved here from South Carolina. He’s wearing a huge grin on his face as he reaches me a Styrofoam cup of caramel vanilla goodness. He lives next to the Grab ‘N Go, so he always treats me when he can. He is always spoiling me with little surprises.  

Becks is in that awkward stage of growing still. His head is too big for his skinny frame. I tease him that one day his head will shrink to match the rest of him. Don’t get me wrong, he is cute enough, but he’s my Becks. I could never look at him any other way than my best friend. 

“You’re the best.”  I poke him in the rib and he jumps. I laugh at how ticklish he is. 

Becks lives four blocks away from me, so we meet in the middle every school morning to walk with Penny. I think he has a thing for Penny, but he would never admit it willingly.  Penny is my other best friend. She lives closer to our high school, so we get hooked up with her on the way after we meet. 

Penny also dates Aaron Carver, the most popular guy in school. Aaron doesn’t care for Becks, but he tolerates him for Penny. His father is a deacon at my church. We met in choir the summer before ninth grade when his father was transferred to serve here. 

Penny was love struck the first time she seen him when she attended a program I was singing in. I didn’t have the heart to tell her he took my virginity on a church trip in the back of a bus the summer before ninth grade. I pretend it never happened, and Aaron has treated me like shit ever since. Well, when Penny isn’t around.

Every girl in school and most guys thinks he is something because he’s captain of the basketball team. Even the other senior girls chase after him, and they normally go after older boys—college guys, or the coal miners. Needless to say, we make up an interesting group.

We’re presently a few weeks away from spring break.  I usually spend most of break helping asshole Aaron and his dad at the mission. They are always in need of donations and volunteers. I am not looking forward to working with Aaron, especially since Penny won’t be with us because she is going with her family to visit her Grandma in Virginia. Becks said he would try to help, but knowing him, he will try to weasel out of it, so I am thinking of bailing on it all together. Aaron is pushy and always expects to get what he wants.

We weave in and out of the morning traffic, finally reaching Penny’s house. She’s dressed warmly in her favorite red pea coat. Penny has the best of everything: best clothes, best parents, nice home. Need I go on? She tugs her beret down over her wheat colored hair. One great thing about being friends with Penny is when she gets tired of something, she gives it to me. The girl has a makeup fetish and is constantly giving me lipstick and eye shadow once she decides she hates it. We have been best friends since third grade when we bonded over our love of the Jonas Brothers. Not so much in love with them now, but hey, it was third grade.

“Hey, Penny,” Becks greets her warmly and reaches her a croissant from his backpack. He’s so thoughtful. 

“Um, thanks.” She takes the warm bread from him. The smell hits my nose, making my stomach rumble embarrassingly. That small bowl of cereal just didn’t do it for me. “Spilt it with me, I can’t eat it all,” Penny offers. 

I scarf down my half in one bite. Becks shakes his head, laughing at me. His sandy brown hair shakes and slithers in a wave like he should be in a shampoo commercial. It reaches right under his chin. It isn’t fair that a boy should have such beautiful silky hair when mine is a constant frizzy mess. Penny once gave me some smoother for it. The stuff worked a miracle on my hair, but I wasn’t able to afford to keep buying it, so now I am back to the frizz. 

“What?” I bark.

“Nothing,” he quips, continuing to snicker.

I step in front of them and continue the cold walk to school. I can tell it is about to snow soon. The air has a dampness to it that coats my throat when I breathe in. Once we get there, we take our turns going through the metal detectors. I once made the mistake of bringing a pair of nail clippers in my purse. I was nearly expelled. I mean, I understand the whole no weapons rule but seriously, what was I going to accomplish with nail clips. They didn’t even have one of those little things you can dig under your nails with on them. Besides, it isn’t as if we live in some big city. We live in a poor Kentucky coal-mining town, Muddy Waters to be exact. Our town earned the name, because the water when the town was founded was muddy. 

The guys here either go to work in the coalmines straight out of high school or go away to college, never to be seen again. And the girls, if they don’t get out of here to go to college, they end up pregnant and married to a miner by the age of twenty-three. I refuse to end up like that. I study hard and work hard at maintaining good grades. My dream is to move to New York and sing. A girl has to have dreams, right?

I leave Penny at her locker with Becks and head down to the south hall to mine. I hate that our lockers are so far apart, but it’s actually better for me being on this end. It’s closer to my first period History class. I linger at my locker a little too long before realizing the second bell has rang. Mr. Lowe does not tolerate tardiness. Slamming my locker shut, I nearly scream when I turn around and bump straight into the chest of Aaron.

“Katie,” he says my name sickly sweet in a singsong tone, twirling my hair around his finger. 

I smack his hand away. “What do you want peter cheese?” I am always thinking of a new insulting name to call him. The real Aaron comes out whenever Penny isn’t around. I tried to tell her about his horrible behavior once and she got mad at me and didn’t speak to me for a week. It was awful, so now I keep his asshole episodes to myself. 

“Valentine’s Day party this weekend at my place. Parents are going to be out of town.  You should come. Could be like old times, I haven’t forgotten how sweet you were.” He leans in close, pressing my back against the row of lockers.

“I’m sure you understand that I have better things to do with my time.” I try to step around him, but he steps in closer to me, pressing me into the locker. 

He pinches my bottom lip roughly, staring at me with this weird expression on his face. He closes his eyes briefly and it freaks me out. 

“Um, what are you doing?” I ask hesitantly, not sure if I want to know the answer.

“Did you think I wanted to kiss your frog lips?” He laughs and punches the locker beside of my head.

Kai Cooper picks the perfect moment to interrupt whatever game Aaron was playing just now.  Aaron bumps roughly into his shoulder. “Watch it loser,” he barks loudly at him.

Most guys would shrink away from Aaron but not Kai. He is his own brand of special. Kai Cooper is also known as the school stoner to most, but to me he is Mr. Mystery. 

Kai is that mysterious guy. The one you know skips class and smokes in the bathroom. I just wish he’d leave me alone and allow me to disappear like most do, other than Beckett and Penny. He has made it his personal mission to drive me insane ever since sixth grade when we were put into a closet together to play seven minutes in heaven. He licked my face like a dog, it was gross, and I screamed and kneed him in the nuts. 

I admit my reaction was a tad dramatic, but he really took me by surprise.  I hope for his girlfriend’s sake, if he has one, that he has improved his technique. I have been trying to figure that boy out for years with no luck. He keeps to himself. Well, when he is around. I catch him staring at me a lot. It should freak me out, but Kai is sort of hot. He has that whole bad boy thing going for him. His dad owns Cooper Energy—the coal company. His parents are loaded, but they do a lot to give back to our poor town. They have been trying for years to get us a Walmart. 

“You okay? Want me to kick his ass?” He tries to joke, but I don’t find fighting all that funny, not when I have spent many nights locked in my room after being hit by my mom. “Want to get out of here?”

“No thanks,” I mumble. It is sweet of him to offer, but I have never cut school before. 

I try to dip my head so that I am not looking him in the eyes. He does have a gorgeous pair of forest greens and dimples to match, but I’d never be caught dead admitting that to anyone. He cups my chin harshly, forcing me to look at him. I blow out an exasperated breath, getting annoyed with his delusional hero agenda of the day. He sweeps his thumb over my lips and a warm feeling spreads through my veins. My heart rate increases. What in the hell is wrong with me? I don’t have time to fall for boys in high school, and especially not Kai Cooper. 

“Well, if you change your mind, Kat—you just let me know. I’m sure I have a pair of pliers in my locker that can get that stick out of your ass.” He walks away whistling. 

Kai is the only person who calls me Kat. He has called me that since sixth grade. I don’t know much about him now, other than what people whisper about him in the halls, or from what I read about the good deeds his family does in the local paper.

God. Today must be asshole day. Now I am officially five minutes late for class. Great, just great.
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Chapter 2
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After being embarrassed by Mr. Lowe in first period, I have managed to make it through Language Arts unscathed. Mr. Lowe is a big jerk and when you are tardy for his class, he forces students to stand in front of the class and give a speech on the importance of time management. I don’t get it. The speech just takes up more of his time, but I suppose he thinks embarrassing us will make us be on time. Whatever.

I am headed to the cafeteria to get my crappy but free lunch. In warmer weather, Penny, Becks, and I normally sit outside on the bleachers at the football field. Now that it is too cold, we are forced inside the lunchroom with everyone else who can’t afford to leave school grounds for lunch. Becks and Penny could probably afford it, but they stay for me, I guess. Not that I’m not grateful for them. I just hate that they care for me so much. I will never be able to repay them for all that they have done for me. I am merely surviving.  

I take my place in line and immediately my back stiffens when the familiar wave of expensive cologne hits my nose—Kai. 

“Twice in one day. Stalking is a crime,” I say over my shoulder, not needing to see his smug face. 

He kicks the back of my Chuck Taylor with his giant jerk foot. “You wish, frog lips.” My cheeks flame in anger at the name Aaron called me earlier. Great, more ammunition for Kai to annoy me with. I didn’t think he had heard what Aaron said. I hope he doesn’t say anything to Penny about it. I don’t want her getting mad at me. 

The kid in front of me moves up two spots, and I stumble forward trying to keep my place. Kai is right on my heels. 

“Shouldn’t you be...I don’t know in the bathroom, burning toilet paper or something?”

“Nope,” he pops the p. 

I continue pushing my tray along the service line, getting a fruit cup and a water to go with my soggy nuggets and sweet potato fries. I’m able to escape Kai when he has to stop and pay for his food. I meet up with Penny and Becks at a table in the back of the room, away from all the cliques. 

“Did we just spot you talking to Kai Cooper?” Penny raises a curious brow at me as I take my seat. “You have a thing for him, don’t you?” She teases.

“Shut up,” I quip, hitting her in the center of her forehead with a fry. 

Becks laughs as Penny scowls at us both while digging into her salad. Aaron doesn’t eat lunch with us. He has second lunch with the rest of the jocks. I really don’t get what Penny sees in the guy. She says we don’t get to see his sweet side. They don’t have a thing in common other than their good looks. Penny actually has a personality. Aaron has the personality of a grey wall.  I don’t get it at all, and he is such a dick. But if I say anything, she will turn against me. I don’t ever mention anything to Becks about it, because he would try to defend my honor, and then Aaron would kill him. 

“Kai Cooper is bad news Katie. You shouldn’t talk to him,” Becks warns me. I hate when he gets all big brother on me. No guy who talks to me is ever good enough, according to him. He always finds something negative to say about them. 

“Why is that Becks? Do you know him personal? Has he done anything to you?” I ask, suddenly feeling defensive of Kai. Strange. It must be because he stuck up for me with Aaron. 

“What’s up freak and geeks?” Darla slams her tray down on the table with extra force, interrupting my conversation with Becks. Freak is a term of endearment coming from Darla. I don’t know what to make of her. She sorta flutters from table to table during lunch every day. She likes to have a friend in every circle. She’s such a future politician, but I totally love her. 

I watch my friends as they joke and moan about spending time with their families or going on trips for spring break. Mine will be spent with just my mom, Mrs. Jennings, and myself. Mom never talks about her family. I know nothing of them. It’s as though my mom didn’t even exist until she had me. 

“Hey,” Becks shouts, snapping his fingers in front of my face.  

The bell has rung, and I have zoned out as usual. I dump my tray quickly and scurry to the gym. Whomever had the bright idea of giving me Phys Ed after lunch needs a knock on the head with a hammer. Like I want to run suicide laps after eating that crap food. I barely have time to change into my t-shirt and shorts. 

I am still trying to manage to get my dark brown, shoulder length hair into some type of ponytail. No matter though, I always end up with loose strands that just won’t stay put. My sneakers squeak across the gymnasium floor as I take my spot in the lineup. Our school’s mascot, a tiger, is painted to look like he is ripping through the center of the floor.  If I were a tiger right now, I’d rip out my P.E. teacher’s throat for wearing those god-awful 1988 bologna roll bangs. Very few things irritate me honestly, but there is just something about her bangs. They seriously appear as though she rolled them in a single hot roller and didn’t bother with unrolling them. Hideous.  

Ms. Haggerty blows her whistle. “All right guys. Fall in line. Stretches.”

A girl from my art class moans about menstrual cramps and gets off easy, being allowed to walk laps around the gym, unlike the rest of us who have to bend and stretch like twisted pretzels. 

I am bent over touching my toes when I have that eerie feeling that someone is watching me. Peering through the gap in my legs, I see him—Kai. What’s his deal? I pretend not to notice him.  When I no longer sense his presence, I safely glance to make sure he has gone. 

Moments later, I am paired with Raven Scott for sit-ups and push-ups. If ever there were a poster child for everything not to do in high school, it would be her. When we were freshmen, Raven went homebound. Rumors circulated that she got knocked up by some guy she met at a college party and she put the baby up for adoption. I don’t know if any of that is true though.

I think she and Kai have an off and on relationship, which leads me to question her decision making even more. That’s probably who he was staring at, not me. I feel like an idiot.  “Paranoid much Francis,” I say under my breath. “You only wish he was staring at you,” I scold myself. Wait...I what? No, no. I am so close to getting out of this place without any attachments.

“So, are you going to Aaron’s party this weekend with Kai?” I ask her, trying to make conversation with her. I haven’t ever really talked to Raven before. I just know what Penny has relayed back to me. 

“Hardly.” She snorts and rolls her eyes as her chin hits her breasts. I continue holding her ankles in silence. Guess they are off again. She stops mid crunch and pauses to speak. “He has a thing for you.”

Confused, I wait for her to elaborate, but she doesn’t. “He who?”

She gives me this duh expression. “Kai. He’s always near you. Haven’t you ever noticed?” She looks at me as if I should already be aware of this information. 

I shake my head. She must be mistaken. The only thing Kai likes giving me is an occasional stare down. And don’t I love it when he does. Stop it, Katie, you are seriously thinking about Kai Cooper too much.

“I think I am one of his least favorite people,” I tell her, feeling nervous about the thought of him wanting me, because I know a part of me wants him too.

“He isn’t what you think he is. He’s a really good guy. People say things in this school, ya know. I know what people say about me.”  She shrugs her shoulders indifferently. 

I really don’t know what to say, because I can’t argue with that. I know people say many things about her. We switch positions, she holds my ankles, and we settle into an uncomfortable silence. I feel like I should say something, but I am not sure what. I think I preferred us not talking. Now I feel obligated to find out what she meant about Kai. 

The whistle blows, and we are divided into two separate teams for dodge ball.  After taking a beating at the hands of the biggest girl in our school, I am back in the locker room getting ready for third period. One of my favorite classes—Art. But going to art also means seeing Kai Cooper. I can’t seem to escape him today. We are finishing up our current project—Giving Thanks. The assignment was to create any form of art we wanted as long as it showed what we are most thankful for. I chose to do mine about music. 

At least in here I don’t have to worry about Kai being able to stare at me, he sits on the other side of the room up front near the window, and I sit closer to the door but at the back of the class. He would have to crane his neck pretty far to watch me in here. 

I get to my station and cannot help but notice Kai hasn’t come to class yet. I don’t know why I am even looking for him. Why do I care? I never cared before, did I? Or have I always watched for him and just never noticed I was doing it until today? I find myself growing more irritated with every passing second, and I have forgotten what I was even painting. My music note is now just a black glob. Wonderful. I stretch the edges of my blob out in small strokes working my mistake into my design. 

I get lost in touching up my painting. It isn’t until I am putting my supplies away that I notice Kai in his area doing the same. Stupid jerk, making me notice him. 

Curiosity gets the best of me and once the class is empty, I nonchalantly walk to the window and sneak a peek at his painting. Interesting, it’s of a guitar. I didn’t know he played. Upon further inspection, I notice a marijuana leaf painted faintly on the bottom left corner. There is the Kai I know. I roll my eyes but laugh at the same time. Mrs. Nelson will have a conniption when she sees it. By this time, I have missed half of break and start making my way to my locker so I can finish the school day out in the hell that is known as chemistry.
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“Katie, is that you, sweetheart?” My mom glances at the front door as it shuts. As if it would be anyone else. She is inside the bathroom doing her hair. She is securing her blonde bob wig as I go to the fridge to pilfer for a snack. 

I check the date on the yogurt cup as I peel the lid back and lick it.  It went out of date yesterday, so it is still good. My mom has a variety of wigs. Her hair changes depending on whom she is entertaining for the evening. You would think she would schedule most of her dates while I was at school. Some she sees on their lunch break but others she sees on their way home from work before going home to their wives. Men are disgusting pigs. 

I wouldn’t call my mom a streetwalker. She has been doing this for as long as I can remember. She has tried her hand at normal jobs, but they never seemed to work out other than the diner. I think she works there so she can meet more men. The men she sees are regulars. I make it my business to know where she is and when to a point in case something was to happen to her. As much as I hate what she does, she is my mother, and I worry about her. I toss my yogurt cup in the trash and place my spoon in the sink. 

Sinking down on the couch, I flip the TV on. We don’t get cable, but we pick up a few of the local channels for free. The news is on. I don’t really like watching it, but I like the buffer it serves between my mother and me. Great, they are predicting a major snowstorm that has the capability of causing power outages. The news anchor goes on to talk about safety tips and ways to prepare in case of an emergency. He goes on about a weather radio. I didn’t think they even sold radios anymore. 

My mom makes her way into the small living room, spritzing her perfume. Not like it does her any good as much as she puffs on her Marlboro Reds. “You look great.” I give Nancy Francis the compliment I know she was getting ready to fish for. 

“You think?” She flits her fingers through her wig, trying to give it a natural tousled appearance.  Next, she does her signature slow spin. My mom is beautiful. She doesn’t look forty, more like late twenties...early thirties, dressed in a red sweater over a pair of gold shiny leggings with black hooker boots. At least that is what I refer to them as. They remind me of the ones Julia Roberts wore in Pretty Woman. If only my mom could be so lucky as to land a billionaire. Then I wouldn’t be babysitting for the Millers this weekend. Then I could go to a party like the one Aaron is throwing. Not that I want to go to his party. I’m just saying, if I did want to go, I’d be able to go without worrying about the consequences of giving up a week’s worth of cash.

“Do you have choir?” She smiles at me, moving over to the record player, blasting my Fleetwood Mac record. She knows it’s my favorite. 

“Yeah,” I lie through my teeth, knowing either way I’m not staying here to hear her moans and the groans of Mr. Thursday. “What time is your date coming?” I find if I treat her job as though she is just going on a real date, my mother is more forthcoming with her information. 

“Around five thirtyish.” She continues waltzing around the room lighting candles, setting the mood.  I’ll be gone by five just to be safe. “Is Becks going with you?” She narrows her eyes at me with a smirk.

“Yeah,” I lie again, not wanting her to worry. She doesn’t like me walking by myself at night. She says the streets aren’t safe for a young pretty girl at night. She is one to talk. But it isn’t like anything interesting ever happens around here. I think the most exciting news we have had in years was when a body turned up in the river. It only ended up here because of the current. The crime didn’t happen in our little town.

Taking my worn copy of Jane Eyre from my bag, I skim over my favorite passages. My mom goes back to doing whatever else she does to prepare. 

~**~
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I must have dozed off for a short while. My mom is nudging my shoulder gently and telling me I will be late for choir. After stretching and wiping the drool from the corner of my mouth, I grab my bag and throw my hoodie back on. 

A few blocks over, I duck into The Grind, a small coffee shop. I still have money left on the gift card Penny gave me for my Christmas present, so I splurge a little on a latte and a vanilla crème cheese Danish. When I get to the counter to order, Raven greets me. I didn’t know she works here. She gives me a weak smile and fills my order. I grab a seat by the window so I can people watch. I often wonder where people are rushing off to and imagine that they are leading these great lives, when in reality they are probably just as bored and lonely as I am. 

I pull my journal out, jot down a few thoughts about life, and mainly scribble some doodles in the corners of the pages. I take my time savoring the warm vanilla latte and pick at my Danish like a bird. No need to rush. I have nowhere else to be for a while. Sometimes I make my way to the train station and walk along the tracks, or I will sit on the benches and watch the birds while dreaming of someday catching a train of my own out of here. Not that I could ride the trains that pass through. They only haul coal.

I nearly jump out of my skin when a flattened palm smacks against the glass by my head. Looking up I see Aaron and Penny. As they make their way inside to my table, I shove my journal in my bag. Aaron is the kind of jerk who will swipe it and read it aloud if given the opportunity. 

They grab the seats on the other side of me. Penny shivers and he wraps his arms around her, hugging her tight. “It’s colder than a snowman’s balls out there,” Aaron jokes. I shake my head at him and Penny giggles.

“What are you guys up to?” I ask, Aaron normally has basketball practice and Penny says it always runs late.

“Not much, getting ready to go to dinner with my parents. Saw you in the window. Thought I’d kill some time. My dad had an emergency at the office. Who knows when we will get to eat? But you know how my mom is. Family dinner isn’t family dinner unless everyone is accounted for.” Penny rolls her eyes. Her dad is a copy editor for the local newspaper. What kind of emergency could he really have? 

Aaron leans forward, putting his elbows on the table. “You coming to my party with Penny Saturday night?” He has an amused grin planted on his face.

“What party?” I play dumb. I don’t want Penny to know Aaron already invited me. Penny will want to know when I talked to him without her. 

Aaron winks at me knowing I just lied to my best friend. 

“I’m having a thing—everyone who is anyone is going to be there. Other than that pumpkin headed douchebag you two hangout with.”  Aaron looks back and forth between us. Penny smacks Aaron on the arm for dissing Beckett. He is such a jackass. 

“Well I would much rather hang with Beckett. I’m not everyone or anyone.” I stick my tongue out at him and grab my bag from the empty seat beside me. My latte is cold and gross now. 

Penny looks down at her phone. “We better get going too. My dad says he’ll be home in about fifteen minutes.” Aaron starts kissing her. It rather sickens me. He looks like he is trying to swallow half of her face. No, I definitely wouldn’t want him to ever to kiss my frog lips.

I leave Penny and Aaron to suck face. 

Walking home, I am flabbergasted when I spy Penny’s dad leaving my house in a mad dash. Please God, don’t tell me he is Mr. Thursday... After seeing him hop in his truck, I wait for as long as I can stand the cold, debating whether or not I want to broach the topic with my mom. Shivering, I decide I’d rather not know. I don’t want that sort of thing hanging over my head. The guilt of not knowing what to do with the information would be too much to shoulder. As I said before, Penny has the perfect everything. 

I debate sitting on the porch for a minute longer but then the wind blows, making me cringe and shiver. The quicker I get inside, the better.  When I get inside the door, my mom is still in her room. I head straight to mine and gather up my things quickly to hop in the shower so I don’t have to face her yet. I hope that by the time I get out, I will have long forgotten seeing Mr. Thursday, possibly anyway.
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Chapter 4
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I was able to escape my mother last night. Shortly after I hopped in the shower, she cracked the door open to the bathroom to tell me that she was headed out to go for a drink with Carla. Of course she was. She had been paid. She had booze money. I wouldn’t call her an alcoholic, but she likes to have a good time. I was dead asleep whenever she found her way home. She is still sleeping now, as I get ready for school. Shimmying into my jeans quickly, I stub my toe on my dresser but bite my tongue. I don’t want to wake my mom. I know it’s horrible of me, but I try to avoid her at all costs if I can. 
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