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Klair

SLAMMING.

Yelling.

Crying.

The sound always carried through the thin walls of our home. Unfortunately for me, it meant I heard Mum’s grief every single time. The same thing happened tonight, but it seemed louder somehow; something crashed to the floor as her angry sobs and yelling echoed off the walls of my bedroom.

She was at it again. I couldn’t blame her. Her addiction turned her into an entirely different person. I got up from my bed, moving to the small window beside me to open it. The cold wind flowed right into the small room, breathing on my face. I took a deep breath in return, sucking in the chill till it filled my lungs. I didn’t mind the sharp shivers it sent down my spine—it was comforting. I turned back and saw the light that shone through the rose-coloured curtain separating my bedroom from the living room, illuminating the grey walls and pink bedding.

About a month ago, I’d chosen this room when we first moved in. I didn’t customize much, probably because I was unsure if calling it mine just yet was okay. All I had as proof was the fact that the man with the signature on my birth certificate said it was. That didn’t count for much, considering he walked back into our lives for a few years before waltzing right out again two years ago.

I sighed, braiding the ends of my wavy brown hair as I heard another glass clank. I left my room to check it out, though I already knew who it was. My mum was sprawled out on the white leather couch, her long, chestnut-blonde hair fanned over the armrest. I still wasn’t used to seeing her like that—so defeated and out of it. I knew wanting our lives to be different was like an Unfinished Line. It held no meaning, no matter how it was drawn. No matter what was drawn on it or how I looked at it, tilted it, or focused it, it remained.

Plain. No context.

No progress.

It was an obscure stroke of a painter’s brush drawn onto a canvas, but I still hoped it could somehow change. I put in the work as her caregiver despite being only fourteen. If her getting better meant always keeping my bedroom door open and my eyes peeled to watch over her every movement, I was okay with it.

“Idiot,” she slurred drunkenly at the television for what felt like the hundredth time. She hurled her bottle feebly at the small screen, and I was relieved that her throw was utter garbage when she was inebriated. I didn’t want to have to sweep up broken glass in the morning or worry about replacing the TV.

The beer bottle rolled over to me, and its hollow, rolling clink against the wooden floor let me know it was empty. Mum would never throw a full one anyway. A part of me wished she would. It would be a good sign—like she was trying. But then, if she did, it would only mean I had to run to the store at the intersection to get more. I read somewhere that helping another’s bad habits meant that you were an enabler.

If that were true, then I couldn’t have been the only guilty one. Frank—the fifty-year-old guy with the beer belly at the corner store—was also guilty. He always gave me the bottles without even batting an eye at a fourteen-year-old shopping for alcohol, or at the single mum who kept sending her back frequently to buy more. Even when he did, he just asked about Mum—not in a concerned way; you’ve been here too often, instead- his tone was always laid-back and chipper. If he suspected what was going on, he didn’t care. Or maybe he was just plain oblivious to it. After all, to him, we could be the near-normal mother-daughter who did errands that sometimes-included trips to get more beer. Who was he to judge, anyway?

The social workers who came to check on us occasionally could never find out about it. They wouldn’t get a chance to either; we knew how to cover our tracks. The floors stayed swept, the dishes sparkled in their neat little stacks in the cupboards, and the bottles were nowhere in sight. I always wished this was our norm, rather than a façade only when the social workers were coming, but it felt like I was the only one colouring over a Shattered Line.

She started to yell again, this time at a man with a charismatic smile who had just appeared on screen. I might not be the drunken one, but I wanted to yell, too. Seeing him so tall and confident, talking about political things I couldn’t care less about was angering.

No matter how many times she said it, even with the genuine heartbreak I could always hear in her voice, I could never fully believe that this smiling man was my father. It was not hard to understand my reasons, either. Though they were together, they never married, and he was barely present in our lives. He visited once in a while because of his job, but he never returned two years ago.

He’d gotten married, but it wasn’t to my mum. I was supposed to believe that my father was the proper, well-groomed man with the moustache and tailored suit, a former news anchor and now senator of Calitain. If I hadn’t met him, I would have thought it was another one of her alcoholic delusions. The yelling soon subsided, and she started snickering. I looked at the screen and then at her to see what was so funny. After confirming that there was nothing funny to laugh about, I could tell that she was about to hallucinate- she often saw a man I didn't know: Jerry.

Due to her being co-morbid with alcohol addiction and the sorry state of her mental health, hallucinations were common with her after five bottles, particularly about some guy named Jerry. I got up immediately in response to get her medication. She had already refused them this morning, so I didn’t trust leaving her without them for too long. “Mum,” I called as gently as I could when I went back with the pills in my hand.

I handed them over to her, keeping my voice calm and non-threatening as I said, “It’s time for your meds.” She pushed my hand away, making my stomach knot up. There were times when she took them with little resistance, but it was always so nerve-racking to try to coax her into taking them when she refused.

“I already took them, Klair,” she muttered, her frail hand fiddling with the edge of the blanket covering her. She barely ate. She hardly participated in anything aside from cursing my father on the TV for leaving her. I sucked in a breath, trying again to say, “I know, Mum, but you need to take them twice a day.”

She looked down at my hand again, and it felt like she would reach out to take it, but she shook her head. “But Jerry is here. If I take them, I won’t be able to see him again.” That was the point, but I held my tongue from saying anything to set her off. Though I could hear a bit of my frustration bleed into my voice as I spoke. “Mum, seriously. It would be best if you took them. You can’t just skip a day. It’s not good for you.” When I tried moving the cap closer to her, her hand moved up to smack it out of my hand. The cap flew away, along with the pills. Though she didn’t hit my hand hard enough to hurt, frustrated tears spilled down my cheeks.

I wiped my eyes before going to search for the pills and bottle cap on the brown hardwood floor. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I whispered, mainly to myself. At least we had a home now, and we were together. We used to stay at an apartment ‘til we were evicted because Mum didn’t get better and couldn’t hold down a job or pay her bills. Then, she went away to rehab, and I was sent into foster care at the age of twelve. It wasn’t until a month ago that she got released, and she thanked my father for signing her out.

We sat with him and his lawyer in this living room as he told me this would be our new home. And with it was a large sum of money in an account under my name to cover any other expenses, like school. He had no intention of raising me; that was pretty clear from the money and the fact that he just let Mum out without even caring or knowing if she had fully recovered and was stable enough to care for me. At least she looked presentable before him, with her hair neatly pulled back in a bun and her floral dress ironed to remove any creases. Nothing like how she looked right now.

She snickered again. At least she was harmless, even with the hallucinations, but it still scared me to think about what would happen if Jerry ever started suggesting anything dangerous.

Since the straightforward method didn’t work, I decided to go for my backup. I was not particularly eager to use it as much, as I didn’t want to imagine what would happen if she ever found out. I headed towards the adjoining kitchen, opening the large fridge Dad had stocked.

I had no idea if it was out of guilt.

“What flavour of ice cream would you like?” I asked, turning to face her from the tiled countertop, which gave me a good view of her on the couch; she was too caught up in whatever conversation she was having with Jerry. “Mum, what flavour would you like?” I repeated louder this time.

“Oh? Um, peach, please,” she answered.

I brought the peach-flavoured cup and set it on the counter with a spoon and bowl. I knew her eyes were glued to the screen anyway, but it did not stop me from looking over at her as I crushed the pills and put them in the bowl, making sure to mix them thoroughly with the liquid parts of the dessert. I brought it over to her, and she covered her face shyly.

“I can’t. I’ll get fat.”

“It will be fine, Mum. You’ll look lovely either way. I’m sure Jerry would like it too.”

That seemed to get her attention because she blushed hard, taking the bowl from me. I stayed around to make sure she finished the entire thing.

To make sure she didn’t notice me, I paid attention to the TV instead, where my father was making a speech with his wife, the one I learned was the daughter of Calitain’s state governor. When I first learned about him, I searched the internet to learn everything about him, from his wife, whom he preferred to show the world instead of my mum, to his pretty little campaign that earned him that spot as a senator.

During my stay in foster care, all I did was write to him, making sure to pen down my rage and resentment at being left in foster care and my mum spiralling into alcoholism while he lived his perfect little life. I’m pretty sure that was what inspired the house and cash. He couldn’t have some kid running around baring it all to anyone who would care to listen. It showed in his demeanour; he didn’t even spare me a glance while his assistant did all the talking.

When she finished her ice cream and a bit of time had passed, I could see it had taken effect as she dozed off on the couch. I covered her up with the quilt she made on one of her better days when the pull of alcohol wasn’t so strong. I could still remember that day and the hope that came to life in my chest—hope that this was how she would be, that she’d put me above the alcohol.

My eyes stung from the tears welling up inside them, but I was not particularly eager to cry in the house. So, I returned to my room to get my headphones and MP3 player, a Christmas gift from Madeleine, the social worker in charge of my case. She hadn’t been here since Mum’s discharge, but I knew she would be so disappointed, which would only be trouble for my mum and me.

I put on my headphones as I chose a playlist from the many. One of the kids from the foster home helped me download it.

We weren’t allowed to keep phones and other communication devices because of our family backgrounds and the reasons most of us were there in foster care, but simply put, they were ‘keeping us safe.’

I felt the evening cold seep through my skin as I pushed the blue wooden door of the house. It was only when I was safely outside that the tears could finally fall, sliding down my cheeks as my heart felt like it would burst open. I couldn’t be away from Mum for long, but I needed this walk. It was hard for me to function with all those pent-up emotions in me.

Walking down the gravel sidebar, I approached the shopping centre. I watched the stores lined up at the sides, busy with evening sales.

Customers walked in and out, talking and browsing through the wares.

As I walked past the restaurants, the scent of crispy fries in hot vegetable oil made my mouth water, even though I’d eaten a pretty good dinner of oven-baked pizza. It was easy to whip up for dinner.

I watched them wistfully, wondering what it would be like to be a part of that—not having to make trips to the corner store, but going where I wanted to go, or just eating out with Mum at one of those fancy restaurants. I never considered going to those places; they looked rather expensive, and I was unsure if the senator would give me more money if I wasted it like that.

I crossed the street, feeling my chest ache as I tortured myself with images of what could’ve been. The street seemed to blur as I moved on. My fingers tapped over my tights, slowly grazing over the cotton as the lively beat of the music streaming through my headphones created a sense of solace within me.

I had found a happy place until, without my knowledge, I crossed the street without checking the streetlight. The bright light from vehicles coming down the street shone onto me. My body froze, and it felt like my feet were stuck to the tar until I felt warm hands around me, and I heard the screeching of tyres and the sickening thud. Clattering—the headphone and MP3 fell toward the centre of the street.

I immediately covered my eyes, shielding it from an almost blinding lights, then a figure drew close to me “Are you okay?!” a male voice called me out of my deep daze.

I was lying on the ground, feeling as though a bucket of ice water had drenched my body, and I was unable to process anything else.

I stared around blankly, the dark tar cold against my skin. It was a busy street, and some drivers stepped out of their vehicles. A young boy was in front of me. I couldn’t make out his face through the blood dripping and pooling on the asphalt. All the activity I had envied stopped as I spotted the people rushing out to see what had happened.

“Are you okay?” the same man asked again as he reached for me. I wasn’t sure as I stared at the boy who had pushed me out of the way and taken my place. Knowing that the warm hand I felt had taken the impact of the cold asphalt for me.
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Chapter Two
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Luke

I was never sure if I hated or liked the idea of being home for the holidays. But the welcome home dinner always made my mind up for me rather quickly. I sat at the long dining table, picking at my food as my mother talked my ear off about all the excellent college prospects. I couldn’t care less about prospects right now.

It had been a rather long and annoying school year, and I just needed five freaking seconds to myself without the mention of anything school related. Unfortunately, that was akin to asking my mother to stop breathing.

“I heard Denver is a great college. And the scholarship offers are too good to miss out on. There’s also Calitain University, but if Fairchild’s son could get in, then I doubt it’s a school to consider.”

“His name is Duncan, Mum. And he is not dumb.” We were not exactly close, but my mother had me picking sides with acquaintances as usual. True, he wasn’t some stellar secondary school honour roll student, but I knew enough to know his grades were all right.

“I never said he was, sweetie. But you must admit, it’s not a stellar school if just anyone could get in.”

I said nothing, showing my displeasure by lightly scraping my fork on my plate. If it was getting to her, she didn’t show it, continuing her conversation on colleges on the east side of our city, Calitain, a city in Monthel, and how she wasn’t ready to send me so far away.

I hoped she would consider it—not just far away from Europe, where I lived, but any country on any continent. It would mean I would have to come home less.

I didn’t tell her my thoughts. Instead, I tried to get her to change the subject by clarifying my lack of interest. I focused on an empty chair, which was missing one person. My dad did call in advance to say that he wouldn’t make it, but it still sucked to see he missed my return from school. I lived at the boarding house and was home for the holiday.

Dad blamed it on his work as mayor, but I knew he was trying to escape the awkward atmosphere that would have existed if he had made it. It hadn’t been long since they divorced, and though the conversations were civil, they weren’t enjoyable.

They would cycle from my schooling to finances and back again. But he could have sucked it up like he did for the couple of years they spent trying to fool themselves—because they frankly weren’t fooling anyone else—that everything was okay.

I had a vague idea why they divorced. Dad had an affair with someone in his political circle, but it was kept in low tones—a scandal would have killed his career.

Mum and Dad tried to work things out. I first noticed it when I was twelve, at the anniversary celebration at a restaurant where they both professed their love to one another. It never worked, so they finally parted ways a year ago. I’m glad they did, though; my dad was always angry and acted out a lot—though not physically on my mum. It was a few thrown bottles towards the wall, slamming doors and tables and screaming, but that was when they weren’t civil.

I guess I shouldn’t be too disappointed. His missing dinner meant he would try to make up for it with some golfing trip or go yachting for father-son bonding time. All I needed to do was get past this conversation. I thought of it as her way of coping with the divorce, like she was trying to double her efforts to ensure we both secured brilliant achievements to wash out the embarrassment.

This was why she was obsessed with getting it right in my final year of secondary school and with the best grades to catch the eyes of several prestigious colleges.

When she began to branch into offers of recommendations she had gotten from her clients, I looked over to my cousin, James. His father was my mother’s younger brother. He hadn’t said much, just enjoyed his food while scrolling through his phone. Lucky him. If I tried to even touch my phone, I would never hear the end of how rude and uncouth I was being. She never paid attention to him anyway, which was screwed up, considering the fact we were staying in his house, and he was supposed to have been under her wing as well.

Since his parents died, my mum was more or less his legal guardian, even though she never acted like it. He got a lip piercing, and she waved it off as teenage blues, though I knew for a fact that if it had been me, she would have had a heart attack. It almost happened when we both returned from the piercing studio, and she was ready to lose it until she was sure only James had gotten one.

We were both in our final year, and while I got bombarded with the usual parent questions about my future, he got a pass to use the phone at the table. I cleared my throat, ready to change that.

“So, James, what are your plans for college?” I asked between the pauses Mum took to take a bite. He glared at me with his grey eyes, stunned to hear his name in the conversation.

He would have flipped me the bird if my mum wasn’t there. But if there was one thing that could get her to flip a lid, it was definitely that disrespectful gutter gesture. Thankfully, my diversion held as she looked up to give him a bit of the attention that she’d been smothering me with the whole time.

“We all know where James is going,” she said in a monotone voice. “To Thornton, just like his father. Bless his soul.”

I saw him wince, but he smiled sweetly, putting away his phone. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Have you already picked out a mayor you like?”

The change in her tone was so apparent that I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. With me, she was like a woman on a mission, always poking, prodding, and offering every single piece of advice that had ever existed since the dawn of college applications. It was like she was the one trying to get in. But with James, she pretty much chilled out. It was wild how she understood autonomy and kids being their whole selves and all the therapist jargon she usually used when it came to a child that she didn’t give birth to.

“No, not really. I’m still exploring my options, ma’am. Trying not to rush into it.”

It took everything in me not to snicker. But she ate it all up, her red lips parting in a sweet, understanding smile with none of the urgency she always had with me.

“Take your time, dear. That’s what this holiday’s for. After all, it would help to think long and hard about what you want. Not everyone has it all figured out at once. Luke’s case is different.”

Yup, because I thought political science was my forever choice and not because my dad took one good look at eleven-year-old
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