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CONTENT WARNING:

 This story deals with themes and situations influenced by systemic transphobia and homophobia, which are a tragic, traumatizing, and very real part of our society. The book also contains violence and situations of peril all throughout the novel. Please prioritize your own mental health over this fictional story inspired by daily and normalized violence in our world. 
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To Bex Stump, my wife, best friend, and the first person I met that made sense in this world. We were both in junior high and you were the first person I felt safe around. The first person I heard speak up for queer rights in person. I love you more than I ever could have told you with those fake ass man lips. Love you Bex. I'm always here for you.  

To my little sister, Olivia. I met you when you were so little, and you still are, even after all these years we've known each other. I'm so excited for all the memories I'm going to make with the best sister in the world. I love you and am always here for you.  

To my big brother, Nathan. You've helped me grow more than almost anyone, and I know that through it all, you have always loved and supported me. Thank you for unconditionally loving your insane little sister. I love you so much. 

To Kurt Cobain. For everything, including saving me until I finally found my family. 
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Prologue | She Seems to Think She Seems Too Weak 

All I could hear were the defeated and insistent pleas of our truck, slowly rolling back down the hill while ringing and begging for anyone to close its doors.  

There was no driver or passengers; it was vacant, except for the sounds of Britney Spears asking anyone listening, if they wanted a piece of her, above a bouncy and building dance-track loop. 

It kept rolling, and I kept bleeding; both of us grasping for our futures in the snow. 

I almost collapsed, until I remembered how afraid I was of dying without her.  

How afraid I was of dying alone. 

Isn't everyone afraid to die alone? 

I tried to focus on what was happening around me, but my head, shoulders, and hands were all too heavy for me to lift.  

Give me more. Give me, give me, give me more.  

You grow up without parents and just sort of just float around like those heads without bodies in first-person shooters. 

You have no identity, only an agenda. Places to go. People to kill. Buttons to press. 

I couldn't help but feel pathetic. What could be more putrid and appalling than a girl so desperate for memories that she would do almost anything to create them? 

I felt like a microwave on its way to the dumpster, inside a tired person's hands. Except the person making their way to drop me into a dumpster was God.  

Or whoever. I have no idea who might be smirking at me right now. 

I have to find a way to get up, or at least a way to move forward. If I don't move faster than all this blood begging to be released from the open wounds on my body, then I could die without even knowing it. Maybe I can crawl.  

God. It would be so poetic, beautiful even, if we were provided a space to enjoy it.  

A special purgatory for everyone who died mysteriously and tragically, to witness their poetic deaths.  

A modicum of joy provided in an epilogue.  

A death discussion, instead of a mystery you're never even allowed to know about.  

It felt like I could only crawl without losing time or distance. I tried to stand up twice, but each time it just added more colors to my vision. A kaleidoscopic lens of blurriness, a rush of colors, eager to carry me away to God knows where.  

The idea of God pouring Tilly and I both into his apartment complex dumpster, like two appliances God bought on sale but never wanted.  

For some reason I kept thinking about the dream I used to have. The one with the old woman shushing me in the cemetery, while we were both eating dinner above a man's grave.  

It always cascaded, pixelated, and completely fell apart before it was over. I was never able to see any details beyond those moments. 

I bit my lip, involuntarily, while trying to stand, and it painted a clearer picture of my odds of surviving the bullets fired at us by the man from the booth at the border. 

We had our papers. We were literally so fucking close to freedom. 

My vision started to blur, as the rusty taste in my mouth felt stronger, stickier.  

Tilly, where are you?  

My eyes started to blur worse than they already were. I'd never visited death before but somehow I knew I was close to wherever it was. 

I can't die without knowing what happened to you.  

I can't stop existing on this stupid, cruel, and beautiful planet before I get to tell you how much I wanted to die the first time I saw you. How I looked at you and only saw how beautiful you were, and how repulsive I felt by comparison.  

I wanted fire to swallow both of us up, so we could be closer to each other than two people in love were ever meant to be. I wanted us to melt into each other, lost and found, all at once. But then I also needed to die afterwards.  

There was nothing I could do to reconcile myself from you, or to counterbalance it with the monster I was trapped with in the mirror.  

Now here we are, both of us beautiful, our blood all over the snow. 

I don't want us to die.  

Give me more. Give me, give me, give me more.  

I remembered what that man at the shitty taco place I used to work at told me. How he prattled on with how your own head could kill you faster than anything, unless you stop it.  

Maybe if I convince myself I'm not dying, I can hold on longer, and find …

Of course that man had just finished rubbing shit all over the walls of both of the restaurant's bathrooms.  

I thought about the blood at Tilly's parents' house.  

I started squinting harder, focusing on the last time I had blood on me, the last time I was sticky, with bits of pulp and skin hanging off of me. I hoped it would be enough to remove me from the present, at least until I could grasp my future. 

Or maybe just look at her one more time. In case that special purgatory place ain't real.  

I felt the glass of water in my head that was my consciousness. It was rotating around in half-circles, beyond close to tipping. If it was actually liquid in glass then it already would have spilled.  

God was close to spilling me out on the edge of his stove, like one of those strands of egg that gets cooked outside the pan. Too small to even notice until it's time to clean up. 

The glass in my head was close to resting flat on the table I just finished constructing behind my heavy eyes. It's brown, but there's no finish on it. If you rub your fingers on it, you get a splinter.  

I rub my hands all across the table in my head. That must be why my hands hurt so badly. There is no snow.  

I start rubbing my knees on the table too. The splinters are why my knees hurt too.  

There is no snow. I am not crawling. 

I tried to focus my attention and thoughts on the kitchen table, when Tilly's Dad fired a shotgun at her. Her mom had just brought out dessert for us to enjoy.  

I really hope my numb hands find hers in the snow.  

I continued crawling forward in the snow, while searching for the scent of her; Victoria's Secret Bombshell fragrance and menthol cigarettes, buried under the smell of marijuana. I thought about what dessert would have tasted like, if I'd had the chance to eat it. I had to while that part of my imagination still worked. 

Tilly screaming.  

Her Dad just kept shouting. 

"At least IT doesn't know IT'S a monster." 

"YOU should know better."  

"God gave you sense and you spent it all on being a disgrace." 

His eyes were so unending. They were coming from nowhere and squarely fixed on her. His gaze didn't ever break, like his body had decided blinking could wait until later. 

I looked around inside my head, reaching to take a sip from the glass of water I was balancing.  

I remembered how much Tilly and I were shaking at that dinner table.  

Then I remembered I wasn't even at that dinner! My mind was slipping even faster than our truck was down the snowy hill, even if they were both stuck in neutral. 

But then the adrenaline and desire to keep moving pushed me to grab the fork from that dinner I wasn't at anyway. I have to make sure I'm moving faster than the blood trying to escape my flesh in the present.  

I imagined the fork as a razor, for a much less stressful situation. It was still a memory that contained the taste and smell of blood though. This time it was my own blood, instead of Tilly's and her Mom's from that dinner. 

Earlier, before dinner.  

The truck stop bathroom. Tilly and I had more hope. We weren't on a hill, or on our knees, hoping the grim reaper couldn't see well in the snow.  

Back then it seemed like these two girls might be spared from a trip to God's dumpster. 

I closed my eyes harder. I remembered when I jumped and cut my face accidentally with a razor, at the truck stop. It's like violence was always reaching for us, even if no one else was in the room with us.   

Britney Spears is still singing, behind me now, searching for someone–anyone–that wants a piece of her–and for someone to close the truck's two front doors.  

It's hard not to imagine cameras flashing around you when it feels like you're going to die.  

I guess that's because we like to hope and think that someone will remember us, that our existence meant something, and that it wasn't all for nothing.  

I kept licking my lips, crawling forward in the snow, searching for the scent of Tilly, while focusing on how happy we were, even if we were both miserable.  

Before I was crawling in the snow, while also staring into the bathroom mirror, wondering where I really am, and if I'm already dead.  




Chapter one | She takes a week to get over it 

Tilly kept laughing, and I just kept insisting I don't like being startled, especially when I'm trying to use a razor blade.  

I looked up in the mirror, not at myself, but at her eyes. She's so beautiful. It was so easy to wish they were my eyes. 

I always did want more from her than I could ever steal. 

A streak of blood running down the side of my face.  

Back to reality, and back to my face, instead of Tilly's perfect face. 

"I wish you wouldn't crucify yourself in the mirror though, Cameron," Tilly said warmly, while reaching out to hug me. 

Two gunshots went off outside, quickly in succession. 

All eyes on me in the center of the ring just like a circus. 

"Oh, right, I … the reason I ran in here was …" 

Oh fuck. 

Everybody let go, we can make a dance floor just like a circus. 

Of course, Tilly didn't just run in here. There was a reason. 

She was outside the truck stop bathroom, standing look-out, while I was showering. 

What tragically perfect timing to forget why you entered a room. 

Another gunshot.  

"Okay, yeah, we uh, we gotta go!" 

Tilly started reloading her revolver, biting her tongue, nodding, and counting to herself. She holstered the gun on her hip after whispering "six" and made her way to the door.  

So, baby, I hope that you came prepared. 

Three gunshots fired in a musical, triplet, sort of succession.  

We both started laughing.  

"Well, whatever gun he has … sounds like the clip is low now." 

As Tilly said this she kicked the truck stop bathroom door open and threw a ripped, primed flash bang grenade outside. 

She immediately kicked the bathroom door shut, shielding us both from the visually disorientating effects of the explosive.  

We both tiptoed outside. I lit a cigarette and hit it twice before setting it on the ground, in case there's a chance it could draw anyone back to where we were, once we slip out the door.  

I thought this place was completely abandoned. That's the only reason we came here for a shower and to wash up.  

We didn't even get to take a shower. I started to wash my face, brushed my teeth, and almost finished shaving, before– 

I snapped back to where I had convinced myself I was, searching for Tilly's hand and eyes at the truck stop. My arm was yanked by her, ripping me around the corner of the truck stop bathroom building exterior wall's back left corner. 

All eyes on me in the center of the ring just like a circus. 

"If there were only three of them, we're clear. If there's more, they're out there." 

I looked up at Tilly and nodded, before sneaking a look behind me, still remembering where I was. 

Tilly squeezed my hand and handed me my rifle.  

I didn't even notice her take my rifle off of my back. 

"I'm going to reload the six shots I just fired. I need you to cover me, stay here, with me. Be conscious. Stop leaving. It's not the–"

"I don't know what happened, I just spaced a little and–" 

Don't stand there watching me, follow me, show me what you can do.

"Cameron, I'm not pissed. I just don't want you to die without realizing it even happened." 

She kissed my hand before grabbing it, squeezing it, and using it to motion forward.  

I tried to ignore the snow between my fingers, and how cold it felt, while I kept looking for Tilly, and I kept moving forward in both places.  

I looked around, quickly, and then left from our hiding spot behind the back entrance of the truck stop’s bathroom building. I looked back, forward, up, above in the trees overlooking the truck stop. 

All I could see was the sign showing the gas prices, our truck parked at the pumps, facing away from the building, and– 

"There, two figures, ducked and running away from the woods, towards the location of our truck," I hissed over at Tilly, who was about twenty feet above me now. 

I held my breath and focused through the scope of my rifle.  

I could see the same two figures, making their way to our truck. 

If I shoot now, they will know I can see them. I need to make sure the shot really counts.  

They were talking, huddled behind our truck, clearly trying to determine the location of the truck's owners, correctly assuming that they were being watched.  

I watched their mouths to see what they were saying. I could read lips reasonably well.  

Are they alone or …  

"Let's cut around the back and that way, hit them both, and then get the—" 

"No, don't shoot the tires, we can take the truck after we kill the girls!" 

Okay, they are alone. They're just hoping to steal our truck. 

"Tilly, we gotta move, or we're gonna lose our truck …" 

She looked back at me, watching for what I thought we should do next.  

"I can literally kill one of these guys for sure, but then the other guy is gonna act unpredictable." 

"Okay, uh, take the shot, and then I'll … I'll run around and …" 

"Oh shit, Tilly, wait … this is kind of fucked but …" 

I bit my lip and took the shot, thinking it might be enough.  
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