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    To My Mom, Daisy Mae, My Biggest Fan. 
And My Guardian Angel, Rock Cassidy. 
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The morning felt thick, resistant, like wading through molasses. Even the sunlight seemed exhausted. It didn’t spill through the windows so much as seep in—thin, muted, a sickly gold squeezing through cracked panes and blinds coated with a soft film of dust. Nothing in the trailer ever fully woke up before she did. Not the weak light. Not the stagnant, heavy air. Not even the clocks.

The small one above the doorway remained frozen at 6:02 a.m., stubborn and useless, right only twice a day. But Alex didn’t need it. Her body always woke her long before anything else could—a mixture of nerves, cravings, and the dull pressure of responsibilities that weighed heavier than her bones. Sometimes it felt like her body remembered danger even when danger wasn’t present, a muscle memory of survival embedded too deeply to forget.

She sat at the edge of her bed in the narrow back room, elbows pressed against her thighs, rubbing the burn from her eyes after another night of fractured sleep. The blankets were twisted around her hips as though she’d wrestled them into submission. And maybe she had. Dreams weren’t kind to her anymore—not when waking life was far less forgiving.

A faint draft curled under the door from the hallway and brushed across her bare ankles, raising goosebumps. She shivered but didn’t bother pulling the blanket around herself. The cold felt honest, unlike the remnants of nightmares still lodged beneath her ribs, coiled and sharp.

Slowly, her joints popping like old floorboards, she rose. Her body always felt years older than her actual age. In the dim mirror above the dresser, she caught a fleeting glimpse of herself: hair knotted and wild, shadows painted under her eyes, the tiredness she could never disguise no matter how many mornings she tried. She didn’t linger on it. She never lingered on herself for too long. It hurt too much.

In the next room, she paused in the doorway and looked down at six-year-old Lainey. A product of her own teenage mistakes, using her body to get high because at sixteen where was she going to get the money? She found out she was pregnant months later, and she knew for a fact she never wanted a man like Lainey's father around her child. Fortunately he wasn’t the type of man that would ever want to be. 

Lainey lay sprawled sideways across the mattress, one leg dangling over the edge, the blanket half-chewed at the corner where she had fallen asleep clutching it. Her breathing was soft and open-mouthed, the kind of deep, innocent rest only children—or perhaps angels—could manage. A droplet of drool caught the sunlight like a tiny crystal on her cheek. Her tangled hair fanned across the pillow in a wild halo, the unstudied mess of someone untouched by fear. Alex let herself linger longer than she normally would, taking in the simple perfection of that rise and fall of her chest—the rhythm of life unbroken, untainted.

She hated mornings for herself.

But she loved them for Lainey.

She loved the quiet, the slowness of it all. The tiny rituals: a crumpled blanket, a favorite stuffed animal tucked close, the smell of lingering dreams clinging to the mattress. She loved the stillness before the world pressed in, before responsibilities, cravings, and memories of mistakes dragged her back to the harshness of reality. For these few minutes, she could breathe past the ache. She could exist not as a ghost of who she’d been or a prisoner of who she had become, but simply as a mother, watching her child sleep safely, and feeling—briefly—that she had done something right.

The trailer was small, but it was theirs. A mismatched collection of thrift-store finds and hand-me-downs, but Alex had made it cozy in the way only a mother could—with stubbornness, soft touches, and a kind of delicate hope she protected fiercely. Each room had its own theme. The kitchen was Apples. The living room had safari animals, with zebra curtains and giraffe print pillows on the rug. The bathroom had bubbles and rubber duckies. Lainey's room was Frozen for now, she wanted it changed frequently, and when Alex was able, she would change it, just to make her happy. Cheap framed pictures cluttered the walls in the hallway. Lainey’s construction-paper crafts were taped everywhere, a gallery curated by tiny hands. A string of Christmas lights draped across the living room doorway, lights she refused to take down because they made the room feel warmer than the heater ever could.

Everything had its place, even if nothing was perfect. It wasn’t much, but love made up the difference.

The carpet was worn thin in spots where feet had paced for years. The kitchen linoleum curled at the edges. The couch sagged in the middle from a lifetime of borrowed weight. But the trailer smelled like cinnamon oatmeal and strawberry shampoo and fabric softener—the soft scent of effort, the scent of a mother doing everything she could with what she had.

On the outside, it was nothing special, just an old trailer that needed a pressure wash. It sat back on a hill up against the woods at the end of a long gravel driveway. 

Alex stepped back into the hall, gently pulling the door halfway closed. She made herself smile at the sight of the living room even though her body felt heavy. The fragile, quiet peace of the morning pressed against her like a reminder that she was supposed to keep moving.

In the kitchen, she flicked on the coffee pot out of habit even though it took ten minutes to warm up—the thing sputtered like an old man clearing his throat. She leaned her palms against the counter, drawing a slow, steady breath. Her shoulders loosened just a little. Not much, but enough.

This was life now—narrow hallways, second-hand everything, and a love that filled up every inch of it. It was simple. Fragile. Precious. 

It hadn't always been that way, Alexandria June grew up in a world where meth use was a normal occurrence. She watched various people come and go from her house all day, some people brought her stuff, some would teach her to draw things while they waited on her parents to serve them a bag. Most didn't give her the time of day. 

Alex learned quickly the difference in her parents between being high or not. 

Days she would wake up warm and hear dishes clinking in the sink, she would get up and go to the kitchen because she knew mom was up, the house was clean and breakfast was made.

The mornings when it was quiet and cold, she just stayed in bed until the cold forced her up to fight with the wood stove. 

She assumed that everyone got high, so when a little girl from the neighborhood whose mom was friends with hers, offered her a line one day, she did it. It was over from there. 

That was when she was twelve, she was 23 now. 
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A knock from a low hanging branch tapped the window outside, making Alex flinch. Her heart kicked up before she could reason with it. Old instincts were stubborn. Danger always felt too close, even when it wasn’t there.

“You’re okay,” she whispered to herself. “You’re here. You’re home.”

But the morning air still felt heavier than normal. Something invisible tugged at her nerves. A shift in the pressure, like the world was holding its breath before a storm.

She didn’t know yet that by the end of the day, everything she thought was settled would crack open again.

She didn’t know the peace she was clinging to was about to be tested.

For now, there was only the slow rise of the sun, the hum of an old trailer waking up, and the soft reminder that love—even tired, even worn, even scared—was still enough to start the day.

She moved toward the bathroom, feeling the floorboards shift beneath her feet in that familiar uneven way—soft spots, loose screws, the groan of a trailer that had seen too many winters and not enough repairs. The weak overhead bulb flickered as she stepped inside, buzzing faintly like an irritated insect. For a moment she just stood there, bracing her hands on the edges of the sink, letting her weight sink into her arms as if she needed the porcelain to keep her upright.

Then she raised her eyes to the mirror.

Her reflection looked like a faded photograph of who she’d been at nineteen—held up to light too many times, edges curling, colors washed out. Her blue eyes, once sharp and full of plans, were dulled now, ringed with the faint shadows of exhaustion that no amount of makeup could hide. There was something haunted around the edges of them, something tired that lived deeper than the surface. Skin pale, almost papery in the morning light, a direct result of too many nights half-awake and too many days hiding from the sun behind drawn curtains.

Her long brown hair was twisted into a messy bun that sagged to one side, held together by stubbornness and a single stretched-out hair tie. Strands had escaped overnight, framing her face in limp, uneven wisps. And there, resting gently between her collarbones, was her thin silver cross necklace—tarnished but still intact. She never took it off. Habit, she supposed. Or superstition. Or a tiny, stubborn piece of hope she didn’t dare acknowledge. Faith used to feel like something she could hold. Now it felt like something that kept slipping through her fingers.

She exhaled slowly and opened the medicine cabinet.

The hinges squeaked—another thing she kept meaning to fix, another thing she never quite got to. The cabinet was cluttered with half-used toothpaste tubes, crumpled Band-Aid wrappers, a chipped bottle of nail polish, and the headache medication she always swore she wouldn’t rely on but always did. Behind a stack of old, fraying washcloths folded with false neatness, she reached into the shadows.

There it was.

The pink bandana. Soft from age, edges fraying. A cheerful pattern disguising something anything but.

Alex hesitated, her fingertips resting on the fabric. She breathed in through her nose, slow and careful, almost hoping—really, desperate in a quiet, aching way—that maybe this time she’d find it empty.

But when she unwrapped it, the tiny glass pipe caught the light with a guilty sparkle.

The golden puddle dried in the bowl looked back at her like an accusation.

The last of the last.

Her chest tightened. She hated using when Lainey was home. Told herself she wouldn’t do it. Promised herself every Sunday night, every Monday morning, every time she caught a glimpse of her daughter’s trusting face. But the promises dissolved quickly—crumbled under the weight of the shaking in her hands, the static chewing at her thoughts, the restless pressure behind her eyes that turned sharper the longer she resisted.

Her fingers trembled as she held the pipe, her pulse tapping fast, frantic beats against her throat.

“Just enough to get through the morning,” she whispered.

The words came out dry, cracked at the edges. A lie she’d told so many times it had smoothed down into something comfortable—something she could slip into like an old sweater with holes in the elbows. It didn’t sting anymore. It barely even registered.

When the flame met glass, the familiar ritual wrapped around her like muscle memory. She closed her eyes. Counted seconds. Held her breath.

Minutes later, the rush slid through her bloodstream like warm syrup, bright and soft all at once. The jagged edges of her mind dulled, smoothed out like someone had taken sandpaper to the panic. The rush of dopamines creating an illusion that she became dependent on. The tension in her shoulders loosened. Her jaw clenched once, then released.

The guilt didn’t disappear; it never did. It just moved to a quieter place, distant and muffled, like it was standing behind a window she could pull the blinds on.

She straightened, forcing herself to breathe evenly. She brushed her teeth with mechanical precision, mint masking the chemical taste still lingering at the back of her throat. She cracked the small window above the sink, shivering at the icy air that rushed in. The thin curl of smoke dissipated quickly, vanishing into the cold morning like it had never existed.

When she looked at her reflection again, she practiced a smile.

It didn’t fit quite right. Too tight at the edges. Too practiced around the mouth. But sometimes thin was enough. Sometimes survival didn’t require sincerity—just stability.

She closed the cabinet, wiped her palms against her pajama pants, and stepped quietly toward the back room.

Time to be Mom again.
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“Morning, bug,” she said softly as she entered.

Lainey groaned with dramatic flair, rolling away and burying her face into the pillow like she was staging her own funeral. Alex couldn’t help the small laugh that slipped out—warm, involuntary.

She sat on the edge of the bed and gently lifted her daughter’s small foot, sliding a warm sock onto it. Fresh from the dryer. Still holding the little pocket of heat she’d intentionally saved for this moment. Lainey’s toes curled, painted every color of the rainbow with glitter polish—most of which had also decorated the bathroom floor, the nightstand, and at least one of Alex’s shirts.

She made a mental note to look for the inevitable mess later. Another thing she’d clean up quietly, automatically, because that’s what she did.

Alex smoothed a hand over Lainey’s tangled hair.

“Come on,” she murmured. “Time to start the day.”

And despite everything she’d done in the last ten minutes, despite the guilt cooling in her chest, she meant it with her whole heart.

“Mommy... I don’t feel good,” Lainey whined, her voice small and dramatic in the way only a six-year-old could manage. She rolled onto her back slowly, peeking at Alex with one eye cracked open like she was testing the waters.

Alex snorted softly. “Nice try, shithead,” she murmured, brushing the messy curtain of hair off her daughter’s warm forehead. The insult came out tender, almost affectionate—one of their strange little love languages. “But you’re going to school today. Get up before I tickle your ribs into next week.”

Lainey huffed, a sound full of indignation, but she sat up anyway.

The morning routine dragged itself into motion. Breakfast was quick and chaotic—cereal for Lainey, soggy in the middle and crunchy on the edges, because she took forever to eat. Cold coffee for Alex, bitter and sharp enough to scrape the sleep from her throat. The kitchen smelled faintly of yesterday’s toast and the lavender dish soap Alex used too much of. It was a scent she’d grown used to, the smell of trying.

Clothes were pulled on with mild protest. Shoes were found only after a frantic hunt under the couch. A forgotten permission slip turned up hopelessly crumpled in the bottom of Lainey’s backpack. Alex promised herself she’d sign it later, though she knew she’d probably forget.

She braided Lainey’s hair at the door, fingers moving with practiced gentleness through the soft, tangling strands. A tiny pink elastic snapped against her wrist as she looped it into place. Lainey jittered with excitement or nerves—Alex couldn’t tell which—but she took her daughter’s small shoulders and kissed the top of her head.

“Alright. Let’s go before you make us both late.”

They stepped outside, shoes crunching against the gravel driveway that stretched unevenly to the road. The morning air was cool, damp, carrying that earthy smell from the woods behind the trailer—wet leaves, clay, and something raw that made Alex think of storms. The sky hovered in that gray-blue in-between, unsure if it wanted to brighten or brood.

The bus came later than usual, groaning around the bend with a wheezing engine and a puff of gray exhaust that curled lazily upward before dissolving into the morning haze. Its brakes squealed in protest as it stopped in front of them.

Lainey climbed the steps with exaggerated slowness, turning at the top to deliver the grin that never failed to punch straight through Alex’s ribs—the gap-toothed smile she’d worn proudly ever since losing her first baby tooth last month. She wiggled her fingers through the window as the bus door clattered shut.

Alex waved back, her hand lingering in the air long after the bus began pulling away. Her chest tightened in that familiar mixture of pride and ache.

Then she saw it.
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