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      If you’ve read my previous books, you’ll know the chapter names are all song titles. Music has been an integral part of my life and always sets the mood for my writing. Whether it’s the overall energy of a song, the lyrics, or even the title, that tone carries through into my written words on the page. The playlist and a link can be found at the back of each book, or you can find them on my website:

      www.amybookerauthor.com.
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      This story includes elements that might not be suitable for some readers. References to the death of a loved one, extensive grief, mental illness, suicidal ideation, and explicit language are present in this novel. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.
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        To those that have and are lost,

        there is always someone within reach.
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      MAKEMEFEELALIVE

      Benji – Two Months Earlier

      The house is way too quiet now. The noise of the hospice nurses coming and going, and different services making appearances at all hours still echoes in my head. But now it’s mostly silent except for our dog Gunner barking at the mailman occasionally, but even he’s been despondent for a while now.

      We buried my mom three days ago, and people still come by with all sorts of food, like that’s supposed to make me or my older sister Sarah feel better. Food does not bring my mother back, people. Especially your god-damned casseroles. Fuck whoever invented the casserole.

      Cancer can go fuck itself too.

      There. I said it. The “C” word. Cancer. It’s amazing how common the word is and how casually it’s talked about, like it’s no big deal.

      Oh, you had cancer?

      Yeah, I had the curable kind, thank God.

      You had cancer?

      Yeah, but they caught it early enough, thank God.

      They had thought they caught my mother’s cancer early enough too, but no, her cancer was an aggressive bitch that wouldn’t take chemotherapy for an answer.

      So, I’m pretty done with that “God” everybody else is grateful for. He or she has never done me any favors. First, they made me feel like a complete outsider to the rest of the world when I realized I was gay as a kid, then took my dad from me only a few years later, and now my mom. I really don’t think I can take much more. I’m tapped out. I don’t have a single fuck left to give about it, either.

      It’s not like I can feel anything anyway. Nothing besides anger. My rage has become all-consuming. Most nights, when I’m trying to fall asleep, I catch myself with my fists and jaw clenched so tightly I think I’m going to snap a finger or a tooth. Last night I even dug a nail into my palm so hard I have a half-moon scab from where it bled. And I didn’t feel a damn thing.

      Fury is the only emotion present right now.

      College started a couple of weeks ago without me, but I was able to defer my scholarships for a little while, at least. And I don’t even care. My entire future was just put on hold, and I don’t even give a shit.

      “Benji?” Sarah taps lightly on my open bedroom door.

      I just continue to lay on my bed, silently staring at my ceiling, hands behind my head, feet crossed at the ankle. The absolute picture of normal. Look up the word in the dictionary, and yup, there’s my face. NORMAL.

      She sighs heavily, and I can hear her disappointment in me, just in her breathing.

      Join the club.

      “I’m taking Gunner to the park. Do you want to come with?” The forced enthusiasm in her entire demeanor makes me cringe.

      “No.”

      “Benji, you can’t….”

      “No, thank you.” There. I was polite about it.

      Her eyes bore into me as she stares, but I don’t react or look back at her. I don’t want to see it.

      The concern.

      There’s no reason to be concerned. Our mother just died. I’m allowed to be affected by it. I’m allowed to grieve. I can mourn as long as I damn well feel like it. However I want to. There aren’t rules for this.

      “Fine. Can I take your SUV to the park?”

      My breath escapes in a choked scoff. “It’s your fucking SUV, Sarah. Take it if you want. I don’t care.”

      “No, it’s your SUV, Benji. We’re not getting into this argument again. I gave it to you months ago, and I’m not taking it back now. I have the sedan.”

      She can’t even say Mom’s car.

      “Fine. Whatever. Go to the park. Take the fucking bus. Like I said, I don’t care.” My anger finally punches through, and my voice rises, but I still don’t tear my eyes from the ceiling. If I look at her, I can’t be an asshole. I’ll see her flinch at my words and want to take it all back and apologize. And fuck that. I’m not in the mood to apologize for anything right now. No, right now, somebody owes me a
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