MURDER & Mayhem
Part one
Tibby’s mood lifted as she glanced towards her window, where tiny specks of dust spiraled leisurely through a beam of light. As her gaze drifted across the sunlit street on the other side of the glass, she caught herself smiling. The prospect of over two months of relaxation and freedom had enthralled her for weeks, and now the summer holiday was at her doorstep at last. She turned on her swivel chair, lifting her eyes to the mirror to visually scrutinize the tangled chaos she called her hair. 
She sighed, grabbing her hairbrush, not in the mood to battle her disorderly hair. Wincing as the hairbrush caught harshly on one of the many knots, she cursed. She paused for a moment, her vision blurring with tears as she fixed her gaze on her mirror image, her scalp tingling from the sharp tug at her locks. Her not-so-tanned skin reminded her to spend more time in the sun, and she felt her gaze being drawn towards the window again, as though there was some kind of magnetic attraction. A pedestrian carrying grocery bags paced by fervently, appearing dead set on getting home. Tibby raised one eyebrow as the man stopped and peered into the bushes for a moment before continuing his way. 
What the hell was that about? Absent-mindedly she finished brushing her hair, her gaze drifting. If Derek were here, he’d have insisted on checking out those bushes. The thought of her boyfriend jolted her memory back to the mild haste she was in, and she quickly cast a glance at the alarm clock on her nightstand. The neon-blue numbers stated that the time was 10.03 a.m. Tibby’s mouth turned upwards at the corners, shifting into a joyous smile. Derek could be here any moment. 
Allowing her now acceptably unraveled hair to hang loosely around her face she smiled at herself in the mirror, pleased that she was having another ‘I-feel-good-about-myself’ day. There was nothing she despised more than the deep, nagging feeling of inadequacy that accompanied her nonconforming moods. At times like those it was Derek, and only Derek, who could tug her out of the darkest corners of her mind. Brushing her hair into a pony tail, she turned her head, observing the hairdo from different angles. 

She slipped her fingers under the elastic band that she kept, out of habit, around her right wrist, and pulled it loose. Holding her hair in a ponytail she twined the hair tie around it, cursing as it snapped and soared to the parquet floor; wrecked. This triggered the second damn of the morning, which was yelled rather than spoken. If her mother had still been in slumber, she’d surely be awake now. After all, their rooms were separated by a single wall, which had the soundproofing abilities of a sheet of filter paper. 

Tibby released her untied ponytail, shaking her head as her hair fell into shape around her face. There has got to be another one somewhere around here, she thought, rummaging through the contents of the drawers under her desk, her annoyance nearing the boiling point. Digging through piles of pens, post-its, markers and other semi-useful items she growled, twisting her eyebrows into a moody frown. She wasn’t one to linger on minor setbacks, but the fact that there appeared to be a curse on hair ties in her house had gone way beyond annoying. It was the third one that broke this week, and she was damn well fed up with it. She grinned at herself, shaking her head at the details that had managed to get to her. Shit happens, live with it, she thought. Plus, out of all the shit that people endure, this doesn’t even count as problematic at all.
The dull chiming of the doorbell echoed through the hallway, and Tibby nearly knocked over her chair as she jumped to her feet and rushed out of her bedroom. Stampeding down the stairs in a whirlwind of enthusiasm she couldn’t help but smile. At the front door she tucked her hair behind her ears and slipped on her low-top Converse shoes. As she circled her hand around the door handle, her silver bracelet clanged softly against the brass, and she glanced down at it to check it wasn’t scratched. It was a relic that had been in the family for generations, passed down from her great-great-grandmother, following the line of eldest daughters all the way to Tibby.
Derek’s permanently tanned face split into a fond smile the second she pulled open the door, baring his perfectly aligned white teeth. The bright contrast with his skin tone made him even more gorgeous, and Tibby let her gaze slide over his strong jaw, admiring every bit of him. He was handsome, though not perfect, but to Tibby he was the world.  
“Hey baby.” Derek beamed at her, then leaned in and gently pressed his warm, soft lips against hers. His blue eyes met her hazel ones as he slipped his hand around her waist, his skin rough through the fabric of her thin t-shirt.
“Hello, yourself.” Tibby pushed herself up to her tiptoes to kiss him, then rested her head against his chest, listening to the soothing, steady sound of his heartbeat. She loved the fact that he stood a head taller than her, allowing her to hide in his arms with the comforting weight of his cheek against the crown of her head. Like any other couple, they’d fought, and screamed at each other in fervent, passionate anger on previous occasions, like the last day of school. Yesterday, he’d forgotten that they were supposed to head to town with a bunch of Tibby’s friends, and made his own plans to go skating. She’d been mad, he’d been mad, and the situation had edged close to explosive. They hadn’t talked about it, but today she couldn’t imagine not being at peace with him. 
“You look beautiful.” He whispered, his breath tickling her ear, sending warm chills down her spine. This brought a smile to her lips as they remained motionless, standing in the doorway of her house with the front door wide open. The words were spoken with a tone he only used with her; a soft, gentle sound that many boys wouldn’t even consider using. The voice of Tibby’s mother broke through their peaceful silence, and they both glanced at the door behind her. 

“Tibbs, do you want some pancakes? I just bake-” Emily DeHaven’s voice trailed off as her eyes rested on her only child. Her lips curled into a kindhearted smile, and she backed out of the hallway, her entire appearance alight with amusement. “Let me know if either of you have an interest in pancakes for breakfast, all right? Take your time.” 

Derek wasn’t at all uncomfortable around her mother, and threw her a charming smile that had a mild hint of mischief. No matter how hard he’d try to act polite, there was always his skater tough-guy attitude shining through. “I’ve already eaten, Mrs. DeHaven, but thanks for the offer.” 

“Thanks mom, but I’m not really hungry.” Tibby rested a captivated gaze on her mother’s entertained expression, mildly surprised by her laid-back reaction. She’d previously kept their smooching to a minimum where her mother could walk in, retreating to her room, Derek’s place, or town. Her mother’s grin steered the situation away from embarrassing, in the direction of comical. 
“Sure, Tibbs.” Emily winked at her daughter. As the door slowly swung shut the couple heard her add a joyous. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do, eh kids?” 

“Have a good day, Mrs. DeHaven!” Derek called out after her, his face slightly flushed despite his familiarity with Emily. Tibby smiled slyly at him before she pecked him on the cheek, whispering into his skin. “You can call her Emily, if you want.” 

“Baby.” He tenderly stroked a finger down her jaw line, coming to a stop under her chin so he could lift her face to meet his. With an expression as serious as it was cheerful, in a fascinating blend of emotion, he said. “You call my mom Mrs. Wiley.” 

“Yeah,” Tibby sniggered, meeting his eyes with an amused snigger. “But my mom isn’t scary.” 

Derek grinned, his entire being radiating joy. She had a point, and he knew it. Emily DeHaven was a humorous, laid-back woman who had clearly not forgotten her teenage years. She had a profound understanding of all things adolescent, and granted Tibby the freedom and respect she deserved. His own mother, on the other hand, wasn’t what Derek would refer to as a pleasant woman to be around.
“Talking about my mom…” Derek performed one of the most majestic and exaggerated eye-rolls Tibby had ever seen, and she grinned as he continued. “I have to head over to the grocery store to buy some cereal, my mom forgot to buy it, so I decided I might as well get it myself.” 

She nodded, always up for a walk to town. After all, it was only ten minutes down the road, as Westbrook wasn’t what could be called a big city, it was more of a modernized and extended village at times. “Sure, I’ll come with you.” 
She twined her fingers with his, and stepped out onto the porch, pulling him with her. As she turned to shut the front door he ran his fingers through her loose hair, then twirled her around, looking her up and down. “I love it when you have your hair down, babe.” 
She sniggered. “Damn it Derek, stop complimenting me already, you’ll make me overconfident.” 

The sunlight was warm on their skin as the two teens descended the porch steps, and Tibby raised her face towards the sky, welcoming the comfortable sensation. There was no weather that could compare to early morning sunlight kissing your skin into a gentle tan. Derek grabbed his belt with both hands and hiked his baggy, beige shorts higher up on his hips. They’d been more than halfway down his butt, as usual, showing his black Bjorn Borg boxers. He was dressed in a crisp white shirt, the graphitized phrase ‘Summer 08’ printed across it in several shades of fresh blue and green. 
They crossed the street, hands locked, heading towards the small neighbourhood grocery store that was several blocks from her house. As they both greeted Tibby’s next-door-neighbor; the friendly, though retreated, Mr. Wilson, he lifted a hand that held a paintbrush and smiled warmly. He turned his back on the teens, his expression shifting to a concentrated frown, and recommenced his painting with renewed vigor now that he had an audience. 
“He’s painting his dog house.” Tibby observed as they walked on, then squeezed her boyfriend’s hand. “D’you reckon he needs help with it? I mean, he’s pretty old, isn’t he?” her eyes overflowing with concern. Derek’s mouth curled up at the corners.
“He’s not that old, baby. His hair’s grey due to some unfortunate early-greying genetic twist or something. Just admit it, Tibbs, you feel bad for him because he’s all alone.” The tone was amused, and he brushed his lips over her cheek. “You’re so sweet.” 

Tibby tripped, feeling a jolt of resistance in the foot she was lifting as her shoelace was pulled taut. She found herself reeling, and stuck out both hands to break the fall. Derek extended a hand to block her, and, grabbing her wrist with the other, hauled her back to her feet before she even hit the floor. For a moment she eyed him in surprise, then felt the aftershock of frustration hit. 

“Goddamn shoelaces!” Tibby hollered, before meeting Derek’s eyes and bursting into laughter. She kneeled to tie the shoelace that had caused her to make such a fool of herself, the anger vanishing as quickly as it had come about. 
“They have it in for you, baby, seriously. You should be glad I’m here to rescue you from the evil shoelaces and tyrant flip-flops.” Derek’s tone was playful, edging on mocking, and she mused at the laughter in his voice as she remembered The Flip-Flop Incident. That had to be one of the funniest and most embarrassing moments of her life. It involved a rather tumultuous storm, flooded streets, and her pair of gone-astray flip-flops. It had been a three street race between Derek, a bare-footed and yelling Tibby, and the fast-flowing river that rushed through the gutters. 
She lifted her eyes, tucking her brown hair behind her ears again. Having fixed the shoelace into a knot she got up, meeting Derek’s bright gaze as he sniggered. “Forgot to ask, have you heard about Seyla?” 

She shook her head, though there was a smile playing around her lips already. Something that entertained Derek was sure to amuse her, too. She tugged at his sleeve to get him moving again, and as they fell into step with each other, he opened his mouth to speak.
“She was showing off on Mark’s skateboard last night, at the half-pipe. It was sad, really. Acting all professional, trying to do the kick flip, you know how she gets. Of course she couldn’t do it, though, but I’m sure that in her own universe her skill is awesome.” His smile broadened. “She fell off the damn skateboard and broke her tailbone, she’s gonna be sitting on a pillow for weeks!” 

She couldn’t help but crack up, able to visualize Seyla showing off her nonexistent skateboarding talent. It was about time she learned a lesson. She was pure evil, that girl, and Tibby was certain her parents had found her at the gates of hell and decided to adopt her. Their motives, though, were somewhat of a mystery, even to an experienced, overly imaginative soul like Tibby. 
“That’s gotta hurt.” Tibby mused, upcoming laughter tickling her throat. There was a lot to be said about the reasonably nice-looking, African-American girl, but the negative certainly outweighed the positive. The boys drooled over her curly, long black hair and perfect figure, but mutually detested the monster that lived inside the pretty shell. The girls agreed with them on one part.
“You should’ve seen it, Tib, I swear! She walked up to Mitch’s skateboard and tried to jump onto it with both feet, simultaneously. I actually took a step backwards when I saw what she was up to. Out of the danger zone, you know. Her balance was off and, seriously, the down-come was insane! You know how people collapse when they slip on ice in movies? Where they end up momentarily horizontal because their feet are swung out from under them, and then hit the ground? It was like that!” He gave her a mild shove in his enthusiasm, imitating what he meant. She grinned, slipping her arms around him. 

“She’s lucky we don’t have school, at least she can recover at home.” She commented, then cast a final glance in the direction of Mr. Wilson, as they were about to turn the corner. He appeared frail, his hair thinning and graying, as he kneeled there to paint his doghouse.  
*     *     *

Emily leaned against the kitchen counter, watching her daughter stroll down the street with Derek. They greeted Mr. Wilson, she noted, a small feat that made her smile to herself. She had raised Tibby alone, with positivity and humour, and was glad to now reap the fruits of her effort. She had an incredible sixteen-year old child, who was everything Emily could ever wish for, and more. 

She reached under the counter, retrieving the drying cloth, and went on to rub the moisture off the pan she had just washed. Sometimes, when she saw Tibby spend time with Derek, she prayed that her daughter wouldn’t have to experience the disappointment she had been put through, and knew it was likely her daughter would be spared from that extent of misfortune. Derek, after all, was an amazing, polite, friendly, and handsome young man who clearly cared for Tibby. 

Emily fleetingly shut her eyes, remembering. When she was seventeen she had been absolutely certain that she’d found the love of her life, in the form of John Tangiers, the quarterback of Westbrook High’s football team. He, the gorgeous, intelligent and talented jock, had fallen for her, a normal teenage girl with, or so she thought, plain features. Ever since he matured, around his sophomore year, and began to grow tall an muscular, Tangiers had made many girl’s hearts speed up a notch by simply passing by them in the hallway, or winking at them when he caught them mid-stare. 
Years passed, and the high school sweethearts stayed together, now happier than she could’ve ever imagined being. Then, after nine months of an easy pregnancy, Tibby was born. John grew irritable within weeks, aggravated by the slightest peep that came out of his tiny, brown-eyed infant daughter. Loosing his temper if she cried during the night, throwing tantrums if she gurgled in an infant form of laughter, it seemed the young Tibby was unable to fulfill her father’s wants. He told Emily he’d wanted a boy, a son he could play baseball with, and train to become a footballer. A son who would live up to all his high-set expectations, and be what he once was; a jock, popular and beloved. 

After nearly seven months of carefully avoiding major clashes, Emily had failed to calm Tibby as the infant was coming down with a cold, feeling sick and crying out of discomfort. John had snapped. He laid hands on her in a way that no man should ever treat his wife, and left a heartbroken and battered Emily alone in their house as he slammed out of the front door. Emily had taken her baby to her mother’s before rushing through the afternoon traffic to meet with the best divorce attorney in town. After an hour of waiting she was allowed into the office to meet with him, and the man had taken only one look at her prior to stating she’d be granted full custody over the child the second they hit the courtroom, and that he would be able to fix her a restraining order against her husband within the hour. Emily had stared at him, agape, until he gestured at her purse and announced that a pacifier was hanging from a baby pink string, swinging at the side of her purse. Needless to say, he’d added, the bruises were self-explanatory. It had taken an hour for the blush on her cheeks to fade away.
She hadn’t a clue where John was now, for all she cared he was lying dead in a ditch someplace far from them. She’d made the decision, then and there, not to let anyone endanger her or her child. She’d rather raise Tibby herself, and have her grow up without a father, than share custody with the man she had once loved. He wasn’t fit to care for a child. Hell, he wasn’t fit to care for himself, and more than once Emily wondered why her husband had lot his mind over the gender of their first child, rather than hidden his disappointment and opted for a second baby. It was years later that she’d received word from his sister, a gentle and supportive woman who, unlike his parents, hadn’t necessarily picked her brother’s side. John was diagnosed with a severe bipolar disorder. It didn’t surprise her when Roxanna informed her that he was refusing treatment and drinking his way to an early death. 
Emily would’ve loved to have more children, but since John she’d only dated, and superficially so, a mere seven men in sixteen years. Her interest in romantic connections had been washed away by the tears she shed over her husband’s unexpected change of heart and mind, and, two years ago, she’d given up completely. She found satisfaction in watching Tibby take her first steps, and sing along with a song for the first time, or ride a bike, and understood that her love for her daughter would be eternally unconditional. Despite her semi-troubled roots, there was no evil in the little girl’s eyes and smile, and Emily couldn’t help but thank Nature for letting Tibby receive only the benefit of good looks from her father, and miss out altogether on his rabid temperament. 
The shrill ringing of the house phone broke through her thoughts, and she realized, with a frown, that she had been drying the same pan for God knows how long. Dropping the pan on the kitchen table as she rushed to pick up the phone, she shook her head. Bringing the receiver to her ear she spoke the overused line both she and Tibby had adopted. “DeHaven household, who’s calling?” 

“Emily? Hello dear. You know, your voice and Tibby’s are sounding more and more alike every time we talk. She’s so much like you, that sweetheart of a child; I can hardly distinguish who I’m speaking with.” 

Emily’s mood lifted back to it’s joyous heights when her mother’s voice sounded, slightly metallic, through the earpiece. It was her mother from whom Emily had received the genes of positivity and humor, as her own father had, too, been less than perfect. She would never forget the days during which she and Tibby found refuge in her mother’s home as the divorce was being settled, and had a massively strong bond with her mother. Sometimes she wondered whether her mom thought of her, as she did of Tibby. 

“Mom! How are you?” Emily walked back into the kitchen, setting the cleaned cutlery and cooking utensils in their designated places as she listened to her mother’s friendly voice. The exited chatter melted her heart, and she could hardly believe she hadn’t spoken to her in a month. Life had been hectic, with Tibby’s examination period, and an overload of work brought about by the high temperatures. It was amazing how rapidly the dead dehydrated and mummified in times of prolonged heat, as well as the increase of fire-related deaths. Both required her proficiency, and left her desk splayed with files from unsolved cases, enough for countless long nights and days of work.
“Really? That’s great!” A smile played around the corners of her lips as she listened to her mother. She was happy for Marie DeHaven that she’d finally been granted a more modern flat. The housing system she was involved with had pretty much screwed her, and countless other elderly men and women, over during the previous rearrangement session. The current apartment block she resided in had no elevator, which was unspeakably dangerous for a seventy-nine year old woman living alone on the fifth floor. In case of an emergency she’d simply be incapable of getting out of the building, and on a regular basis it wasn’t easy, or safe, to walk all the way up or down. All it would take to break a hip, or worse, was one misstep.
Maria was stubborn, though, and wouldn’t hear a thing about coming to live with Emily and Tibby, claiming that she’d lived alone all her life, and that Emily could be damn sure of it that she’d continue to do just that until the day she left this world. Months ago, Emily had admitted defeat, and they hadn’t conversed about houses, or anything of the like, since then. She listened to her mom’s exited chatter.
“Tibbs has summer holiday now, yea, so we’ll stop by when everything is officially signed and stamped and help you move everything.” She replied, then grinned as Marie quarreled. “Ma, don’t be so stubborn. We’ll come out and help you. The damn building doesn’t even have an elevator, how are you expected to move all those boxed down four flights of stairs?” 

She shook her head, laughing. “Give me a call when the papers are signed, okay Ma?” As Marie gave in, Emily suppressed a snigger. It was one of her first personal victories, as her mother had a way with words and a mindset stubborn enough to irritate a donkey. She lifted her brown eyes to the ceiling for a moment. “All right, talk to you soon, bye bye.” 

As she rested the phone on the kitchen counter, Emily cast a swift glance out of the window, scanning the empty street. Tibby had vanished from her line of sight, probably off to the park, or Derek’s house. She’d said she’d be home for lunch, so Emily didn’t worry much, aware that she could rely on her daughter to keep her word. 
*     *     *

“Dude, how many types of cereal exist?” Tibby picked up a red cardboard box, featuring the drawing of a smiling frog that held a spoon in its four-fingered hand. “Smacks? What the hell is up with the names of these things? And really, the cartoon characters are awesome.”

 Derek grinned at her, holding another box up for her to see. “This one’s more retarded. Fruit Pops. What the hell does Pops even stand for?” he set the product where it belonged, though crooked in its row, and took a step back to oversee the entire aisle of cereal brands. It was colorful and disorganized, and finding a specific brand would even take an experienced shopper at least five minutes. Tibby took in the massiveness of the two-sided cereal aisle, and was glad she’d never gotten into the habit of eating the stuff.
“You see Frosties anywhere?” 

“Nope.” Tibby walked further down the passageway, on the road to loosing her good mood. The sharp light radiating off the cheap grocery store lamps above their heads was a nuisance compared to the mild sunlight she had grown accustomed to. She shook her head. “Think they don’t have it, maybe.” 

“Ah man… this is unbelievable! They have five-thousand different brands, except the one that I want? You’ve got to be kidding me.” Derek mutter a swearword under his breath, then grabbed one of the boxes that were positioned directly before him. “Guess I’ll take… Honey Pops?” 

“Cool.” Tibby shrugged. She never had cereal for breakfast, and wasn’t the best person to ask for advice regarding the different types. To her, toast was the ultimate food to wake up to in the morning, especially when her mother decided to make an omelet as a topping, as she sometimes did on Sundays. That, Tibby found, was lavishness. 
“Screw it; I’ll wait until my mom goes shopping again.” Derek stuffed the carton onto the shelf and paced towards the exit, pausing as he reached her, offering his hand. “Come on, babe.”  

They fell into step with each other as they left the store, their hands snugly joined. With happiness written over both of their sun-kissed faces, they attracted jealous stares from passers-by, though both were oblivious to the attention. Derek frowned as a soft buzzing sound started, originating from somewhere in his baggy shorts. “Crap. I’m vibrating.” He said, as he released her hand. Digging into his pocket, he found the source of the nuisance, pulling out his cell phone. As his eyes scanned the screen his expression shifted to match his annoyance. “It’s my mom.” 

Tibby sat down on the elevated stone edge of the flowerbed as he talked, his tone growing increasingly frustrated. When he hung up, she eyed him questioningly. She wasn’t fond of eavesdropping, unless there was a damn good reason, and had a skill of blocking out voices when she wished to. That was an ability of extreme value during math classes, despite the occasional ‘Miss DeHaven, are you even listening?!’ that it provoked.  
“She says my damn room isn’t neat enough, and that I have to come home, ASAP, mind you, and clean up my mess. What the hell is her problem? It’s the first fucking day of the holiday!” His eyes were angry, his mouth sharply set, but despite the anger he was still dazzling to her. She threw him a soothing smile.
“I’ll walk with you. She’ll come to her senses, D, you know how parents get. Sometimes it seems like us teenagers are the less melodramatic, detail-oriented out of the bunch when it comes to simple life situations. Communicating with parents can be compared to trying to talk with a damn fly, sometimes. Honestly.” Tibby said, getting to her feet and smoothing a crease in her white skirt. She understood his frustration, or so she thought, even though she’d never experienced the specific argument of having an unclean room. Naturally, she and her mother had their differences, but it rarely happened that Emily was infuriated with her. It was more likely for them to get in a heated argument, and then crack up. 

Admittedly, Derek’s room was always messy, which was one of the reasons that she loved being there. She wouldn’t want the a-quadruple-atomic-bomb-just-exploded-here look for her own bedroom, but for his it seemed… right. Tibby sniggered at her random trail of thought, and noticed Derek’s wondered frown.
“Sorry, brain-failure moment.” She sniggered. “I made myself crack up.”
He bared his teeth in a soundless grin before shaking his head at her words. “You’re incredibly random, you know that?” 

“Yep.” She tilted her head to the right, then pushed herself up and kissed him. Turning away again, she added. “It’s a skill.”

“Can you believe it’s the fist Saturday of our holiday?” she asked, bringing up a topic of conversation they could be at for hours. She was gently nudging him until he began to walk in the direction of their houses, reluctant to face his parents. Despite his mood-ruining conversation with his mother, he immediately gave an animated reply, waving his hands in exasperation.
“It seems like it went too fast. I can remember the first day of the school year as though it was yesterday, but before we know it we’ll be back in school, surviving yet another first day. Life’s rushing by at the speed of light, and we don’t have a way to slow it down. I suppose that’s why people say that we should live for the moment. You know how people say that life is short? I’ve been thinking, and I realized… how can we call life short if it’s the longest thing we’ve got?” He pitched in, always full of slightly philosophical commentaries.
She pondered this, amused by his ready-to-go profound remark. “I never thought of it that way, actually. I mean…” She fell silent, left speechless for a moment. “When I was a child I assumed childhood lasted forever. I couldn’t believe that I’d some day be grown up, and that there would be other children to take their place as the younger generation. It seems so obvious now, of course, but I assumed we’d remain children forever, and that the adults would be adults forever. Things are so simple and clear-cut when you’re a child; everything is so… taken care of. I can’t believe how much change there’s been over the last few years.”

“You know what? I’m glad that I’m no longer a child.” Derek announced, earning a wondered glance from his girlfriend.
 “Why’s that?” 

“Because when I was a kid, I didn’t have you.” He said it slyly as a great smile split his face from ear to ear. As he leaned in to kiss her softly he reached for her hand. She slipped her hand into his, laughing. 

“God, drama queen!”

“Oy!” He exclaimed, his eyes twinkling with entertainment. “I think you mean drama king.”
A cool breeze played through the air, chilling her skin and making the now slightly burning heat from the sun more comfortable, and ultimately more bearable. Soon the temperatures would skyrocket, and it would be done with walking outside in the sun, just strolling about. She, nor Derek, appreciated the scalding heat of the midday sun, and always steered clear of it as much as circumstances allowed them to. There was a limit to their appreciating of the sun’s glowing rays. Surrounded merely by the sound of their synchronized footsteps and the blissful chirping of birds that flew from tree to tree to spread their songs of summer, Tibby smiled to herself.
*     *     *

Emily was sitting outside, leaning back in the wooden deckchair they used for sunbathing. The sun was growing increasingly intense, and as she checked her watch she decided it was better to head back inside and start preparing lunch. Tibby should be home soon. 

As she strolled into the kitchen, grateful that her house remained cool during the summer months, she cast a glance out of the window to see whether Tibby was, by any chance, making her way up to the house. When her eyes had scanned the empty street she turned around and stepped towards the fridge, her flip-flops flapping distinctly as she walked. 

“What to eat, what to eat.” She mumbled to herself as she ogled the contents of her refrigerator, the frigid air cool against her skin. Salad? Sandwiches? Soup? She frowned, weighing the options, as her eyes fell on the opened pot of pesto. She shut the door and switched the microwave to the oven function. Sandwiches it was. 

Before long the microwave beeped twice, and she opened the small door, turning her face away from the cloud of warm air that emerged. Placing two ready-to-bake baguettes on the metal grid she hesitated, then decided not to add the third. The odds that Derek would stay for lunch were insignificant. In the five months her daughter had been seeing him; he’d come over for dinner twice, and lunch once. Apparently, according to Tibby, his parents requested that he eat his meals at home. Why, neither of them knew. 

She set the timer on ten minutes, and adjusted the temperatures. Pressing the start button she reached out and retrieved two plates from the cupboard that hung over the counter, preparing to set the table. Changing her mind she set the plates down on the counter, one beside the other. They might as well enjoy their meal while flicking through channels on their flat-screen TV. It was the summer holiday, and Emily thought it wasn’t the time to whine about formalities such as eating at the dinner table. 

The doorbell rang, and Emily didn’t bother suppressing the entertained smile that broke through on her face. It was just so typically like Tibby to forget her house key. She paced to the door, able to see the outline of her daughter’s features through the semi-opaque glass window. 
“Hey, hon, didn’t Derek want to stay for lunch?” she asked, as she stepped backwards to allow her daughter into the house. Tibby’s hair was rather messy, though it didn’t look bad. Emily smiled; the non-perfect hair was a flaw Tibbs had inherited from her grandmother. Somehow passing without a trace through her genes the nuisance had skipped Emily, only to manifest in her daughter. 

“Nope. His mom made him come home.” She pushed open the door to the living room, adding a resilient. “She said his room wasn’t tidy enough.” 

Emily suppressed a smile, entertained by the child-like anger she saw in her daughter’s blazing eyes. A clear sign that, however mature she seemed at times, she was still just a teenager. She had a lot of growing up to do in the coming years. 

“Well, he’s welcome to join us for lunch or dinner any time, want me to phone up his mom and arrange something?”

“Mo-hom.” Tibby stretched the word into a whiny exclamation of objection. “We’re sixteen, you don’t have to arrange a play date!”

“Sorry, Tibby.” Emily winked. “Sometimes I forget just how amazingly independent you are.”

Tibby’s expression shifted to conform with her newly improved mood. She paced into the kitchen, her Converse shoes squeaking on the beige tiles as she headed towards the softly humming microwave. “Baguettes!” She called out, glancing at her mother over her shoulder, her eyes filled with joy. “Awesome!” 

They were her favourite lunch by far, exceeding the taste and quality of any other bread by miles. Her mom was pleased by this, for somehow they were also one of the cheapest ready-to-bake breads available in the supermarket. It was proof to Tibby that quality wasn’t necessarily linked to value. 
*     *     *

Derek ogled the collection of laundry that was scattered across his bedroom floor. Kicking the dirty clothes into the corner he noticed his mom’s footsteps on the stairs. Derek sighed, straitened up, and waited. Soon enough his door flew open, and Jill Wiley stormed in, her face that special shade of red that indicated that she was furious.

“Your father and I,” she started, catching her breath from stampeding up the stairs. “have decided to ground you for three days. You’ve been undeniable disrespectful towards your father, and me, and we aspire to make it clear that disrespect is not tolerated in this household. I told you clearly not to go out until you had tidied your room, and yet you simply walk out of the house with a room that looks like world war three has started!”

He couldn’t hold his laughter, and cracked up in the middle of his mother’s rampage. Jill’s jaw dropped, and she stood motionless for a moment, taken aback by the utter rudeness of her eldest son.

“What’s-so-funny?” she finally spoke through clenched teeth, her tone one that spoke volumes about being the frustrated parent of a teenage terror. Derek’s smile faded as the prospect of adding days, if not weeks, to his already somber punishment became all too real. Three days was bad enough, any more would most likely be the death of him.
“Mom…” he started, but his mom cut him off before he could say another word, leaving him to gaze at her stupidly with his mouth open. 
“Don’t even go there, Derek.”

“It is my room, my mess, you and dad don’t even have to be in here, ever! I know where stuff is, I can find my way around in it, so why the hell do you mind it so much? You have no business here whatsoever!” he spoke loudly, edging towards shouting, and assumed a defiant I’m-not-giving-in-to-your-arguments pose. 

Finding the probability of a true shout-down with her eldest son steeply escalating, Jill replied coolly. “As long as you live in our house there are rules that you are expected to follow. Whether or not you like it, Derek, that’s the way it is, so you better accept it. You’ll find that your punishment will increase over time if basic chores aren’t completed.”

Derek fumed, digging his nails into the palm of his hand, weighing the consequences of arguing further. She had no idea how much he hated her abrupt even tone, her sudden calm posture, whenever she thought he was on his way to a temper tantrum. He wasn’t five anymore, and those days were over. Nothing could annoy him more than his mother suddenly shifting gears and going from furious to reserved in a split second, not even the most condescending, harsh comment could accomplish the deep irritation he was currently trying to process. 
Turning his back on her he recommenced kicking his clothes into the corner, treating his shirts like soccer balls. The door clicked softly behind him, announcing the departure of his mom. When there was nothing left to lash out at he glared at the high heap in the corner, then sighed and dropped down on his bed. Derek stretched, then reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. Typing a short message into the phone, at a rather impressive speed, he smiled. 

Tommorow, 3 pm, your place? Love you, baby.

As he pressed send he stretched out on his bed, lying on his back with his hands folded in his neck. It’s my damn room, he thought, feeling rather rebellious. And I’ll do with it what I damn well want to. They can’t keep me in the house, they can try, but I guarantee massive failure. If I want to see Tibby, I’ll see her, no matter what my parents say.. He smiled, rather entertained by his disobedient trail of thought, and turned on his side, reaching for the book on his nightstand.
*     *     *

Tibby took a gigantic bite of her cheese-cucumber-mustard baguette, giving her mom the thumb’s up with her free hand. “Awesome mom, you should be a chef!”  

Emily grinned. In all those sixteen years of her daughter’s life there was one habit she had failed to break down at a young age. Whenever Tibby was really exited about something, she tended to express her enthusiasm without waiting to chew or swallow her food. Her mother had noticed, though, that she never did this in public. 

Tibby gulped down the lump of food, then reached for her glass of water. “Mom, what’re we watching?”
“No clue.” Emily flicked through the channels, pausing on one of the newer crime broadcasts. The shows, which brought up missing people and open murder cases, discussed these feats on live TV, accepting calls and emails from people who had something to share about the subject. 

“You okay with this?”

Tibby nodded, focusing her attention back on her sandwich. The show had just started, and they rolled right into the first topic. 

“Politician Mark Winters, a thirty-five year old man from Westbrook, has been missing for the better part of five months. His disappearance remains shrouded in mystery as the investigation continued. His car, found deserted two days after he was reported missing by his wife, didn’t indicate a kidnapping. No signs of a struggle of any kind were found, though the keys remained in the ignition. Law enforcement is baffled, as no ransom demands have been made, and his credit cards have been out of use ever since he seemingly dropped off the surface of the planet. His wife has made several public appearances, asking for information concerning his whereabouts or fate, and has mentioned she will continue to do so until he is found.”
Emily glanced at her daughter from the corner of her eye. “Have you heard about this, Tibbs?” 

She nodded. “Someone in my class has a dad who knew him, so there were discussions going on at school all the time. That family has three kids in high school, so basically everyone heard about it. No one has a clue where he’s at.”

“Maybe he’ll end up on my table some day.”

Tibby crinkled her nose, then shook her head. “Hope not, the poor dude has a wife, mom.”
Emily puckered her brow. “Sweetie, a lot of the people who come through the morgue have wives, husbands, parents, children, grandchildren, you name it. Most of them have family. The murderers in our world don’t give a damn whether he’s single, married, or divorced. Killers usually don’t rationally choose their victims, it’s a matter of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

When her daughter replied it seemed as though she had paid attention only to the smallest sentence that had been included in the speech. “Most have family? There’s people who have… no one?”

“It’s really sad, yes. Some people purposely cut themselves off from society, others just become… wallflowers.” Emily had a more clinical approach towards the unidentified or unwanted deceased than her daughter, whose eyes were heartbreaking. Emily had felt intense sadness when she’d only just begun her job at the Westbrook Forensic Science Institution, but over the years this feeling mellowed, and now she released them to the state morgue or to an unmarked grave without much trouble. However odd, people were able to grow used to the most horrid of things.
Tibby pondered this, her brown eyes full of thoughts, biting into her sandwich. Emily followed her example and continued eating. 
“So what do you do with them if they have no one to bury them?”
Emily was glad to explain, not minding the rather harrowing lunchtime conversation. She’d once eaten breakfast during a seminar about identifying the weapons used in dismemberment cases. “The state pays for their interment. They get a simple gravestone with their name, date of birth, and date of death. Sometimes they throw in a ‘rest in peace’ for good measure. It’s sad, Tibbs, but that’s the way it works.” Emily paused for a moment, the TV chattering in the background, and added. “If we can’t identify them they stay in our cooler for six months, and then they’re moved to the state morgue. After a year they are interred with Jane Doe, or John Doe, on their gravestones.”

“That’s even sadder!” Tibby exclaimed, fidgeting with the strap of her watch.
“I know, Tibbs, but it’s the way society works. We cannot hang on to their corpses forever. Of course, it is different for bodies that are not decomposed, dismembered, defleshed or otherwise destructed in a way that requires my expertise. It is far easier to hang on to a set of bones than an entire body, so the medical examiner would decide to authorize burial rather quickly, even if no identification was made.”

Tibby chewed her food thoughfully, then shrugged, turning her attention back to the television, where the broadcast about the missing politician was continuing. The cheerful bleeping of her cell phone cut through the reporter’s words, and she set down her empty plate on the coffee table, digging her phone out of the pocket of her skirt. 

It was a message from Derek, which she read with a smile. 

“Your boyfriend sending love messages?”  Emily joked, half-serious. Tibby nodded, then turned slightly red and shook her head, causing her mother’s smile to broaden. “Just… messages.”
The doorbell interrupted their mildly awkward moment, to Tibby’s relief, and she jumped to her feet. “I’ll get it.”
Emily cast a you-know-better-than-that glance in her daughter’s direction, causing Tibby to sink back down into the cushions of the couch. Whenever Emily was home she was the one to answer the door, unless Tibby knew Derek was coming. It was a habit that rooted from when Tibby was five, and she’d opened the door, meeting a complete stranger. He claimed his car was broken, and that he needed to make a phone call. Tibby had sheepishly smiled, silent, her little head debating the options. 
The moment Emily had come walking into the lobby, the man had widened his eyes, turned on his heels, and run off. Emily suspected the fact that no car was in the driveway had encouraged him to assume that Tibby, visible through the kitchen window, was home alone.

Emily had sprinted after him, grabbing his arm before they even left the garden, and yelled at him for nearly five minutes, demanding an explanation for his behaviour, which he failed to give.  She’d finally released him, and struck the deal with Tibby that she was never to answer the door again. So far, she’d obeyed the rule without questioning it, though of course, teenagers were basically meant to be rebellious. 
Emily paced into the hallway, opening the door to reveal their neighbour, Mr. Wilson. He smiled kindly at her, muddy streaks on his face and green paint stains on his summery shirt. “Hey there, Mrs. DeHaven.” 

She nodded at him as she pleasantly greeted back, stepping out of the way, gesturing that he could come in. He shook his head. “I was just wondering if I could borrow a saw. I’m working on Gaven’s doghouse, and I seem to have misplaced mine.” 

She puckered her brow, for a second unsure whether or not they actually had a saw. They hadn’t used it for years, that much she did know. Not wording her uncertainty she smiled brightly. “Why of course! How about you wait in the hallway while I fetch the toolbox?”

Mr Wilson raised his hand and removed his grimy baseball cap before walking across the doorstep, then wiped beads of sweat off his brow. There he stood, waiting, as she turned on her heels and left the foyer. Tibby watched her mom walk by and disappear out the back door, then let her gaze drift over the sunny backyard. Picking up the empty plates and cups from lunch she headed to the kitchen. Stocking the dishwasher before she ran upstairs, avoiding the pairs of shoes that sat on the far right corner of the first five steps -for lack of a better storage place- she smiled. Grabbing her sunglasses and iPod she paused to glance at her mirror image. Though not as tanned as she would like to be, she was relieved to find that her self esteem was still spiking. Summer really is the best time of the year, she thought, what better natural technique to look less tired and pale exists than tanning? 
When she came back downstairs, yanking off her socks and dropping them in the laundry basket as she passed the laundry room. Her mom was lounging in the living room, watching the one o’clock news. Tibby fleetingly glanced at it, then commented. “Mom, seriously, do you have a crush on that reporter guy or something?”

“What makes you think that?” Emily asked, grinning, her amused eyes resting on her daughter’s face. 

“Well, you’re always watching the news! At ten in the morning, at one in the afternoon, and then the two evening ones at eight and eleven. I don’t think it’s healthy, is all.” Fitting the earphones into her ears she kissed her mom on the top of her head. “I’ll be in the backyard.” She said with a lop-sided grin.
“Don’t stay out there too long, Tibbs.” Her mom called out after her, her tone serious with a tinge of amusement. “It’s not good for your skin.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Tibby shrugged, letting the sound of Nickelback drown out the noises of the world around her. She immensely enjoyed listening to the band’s rock-style songs, as she was very fond of the singer’s rough voice. The terrace tiles were hot under her feet as she tiptoed to the outdoor cupboard. Pocketing her iPod she reached out and pulled open the beige and green plastic door. She stuck one of the headrest pillows under her arm, holding the larger pillow in her other hand as she kicked the door shut. Her mom’s voice sounded from the living room again, and Tibby strained her ears, making out that it was a warning that she shouldn’t break anything, or she’d have to reimburse it with her pocket money. She rolled her eyes, though her mom’s comment didn’t annoy her, and allowed the music to take over again. Their relationship was closer to a friendship than a mother-daughter connection, and though her mom occasionally told her off, Tibby didn’t mind, especially when she considered her mom to be right.
The grass was slightly moist and cold under her bare feet as she treaded across the lawn of the backyard towards the comfortable deck chair. Setting the pillows down on the polished hardwood she felt the sun heat her skin. It would be all right, she reckoned, if she spent twenty minutes in the sun without sun-block cream. Positioning her sunglasses over her eyes she sat down on the soft cream-white pillows, stretching out. She wouldn’t get the perfect tan wearing a tank top, skirt and sunglasses, but it would have to do. Especially with Mr. Wilson working on the dog house on the other side of the white picket fence that enclosed their garden, she didn’t fancy sitting out here in her bikini. Plus, she’d have plenty of time for proper sunbathing once Derek and her started going to the public pool, as they’d planned.
Letting her iPod continue down the Nickelback playlist she closed her eyes, the sunlight colouring her eyelids red despite the dark protective layer of her sunglasses.  Drifting into a drowsy calmness the sun warmed her skin, almost hot enough to be uncomfortable, as she rested her head comfortably on the soft pillow. Sounds began to fade into the distance as her systems slowed to a sleepy rhythm.
“Tibbs!” Her mother’s voice jerked her out of her dreams, and she squinted her eyes at the brightness of the outdoor light. “You’ve been sitting here for nearly an hour!”
“Damn!” Tibby pulled the earphones out, taking in the slightly red skin of her arms and legs. They weren’t really burnt yet, but she could see that if her mom had been any later, she’d have been pretty screwed. “Thanks, mom.” She stretched, then switched off her iPod and touched a few fingers to her face, surprised at the burning heat that radiated off her skin.

“I can see that you’re taking the whole ‘Summer holiday chill time’ thing very seriously.” Emily smiled, looking her up and down. “Doesn’t look all too severe. You’re lucky.”

Quickly heading inside Tibby removed her sunglasses, running for the nearest mirror. Her cheeks were mildly burnt, the skin protected by the tinted glass perfectly fine. There was a fair chance that she’d end up with a goggle-tan, as she called it, when the skin covered by your sunglasses is a shade paler than the rest of your face. 
“Put some cream on it, Tibbs. Do you have any after-sun lotion?” her mom asked, her voice far-flung. Tibby glanced around the corner, finding her mom stuffing the pillows back into the cupboard. She watched her for a moment, then trotted up the stairs and turned into her mom’s bathroom. Searching through the cabinet she found what she was looking for, and began to spray the white liquid onto her arms. Sitting down on the closed lid of the toilet she applied the comfortably cooling lotion on her legs, then carefully rubbed it onto her cheeks and forehead.
The phone rang, cut off mid-wail by Emily’s voice. “DeHaven household, who’s calling?”

Tibby couldn’t help but grin, recognizing the exact intonation with which Emily spoke the greeting phrase. Her voice softening during the last two words, so the modulation was that of a friendly query rather than a tense remark said rapidly. She also a added this higher pitched tone at the end of ‘calling.’, turning it into ‘call-ing?’. Tibby could imitate it perfectly, and was well aware that she sounded quite similar when she answered the phone. Countless times already she’d answered to hear her best friend say: “Hello, this is Cathy, can I speak to Tibby please?”
Tibby set the lotion back on the shelf of the cabinet, her skin growing cold as the lotion partly evaporated. Her mom called her to the kitchen, where her mom waited, phone in hand. “It’s Cathy.” Emily said, stretching her arm to hand the cordless device to her daughter. Catherine, Tibby’s best friend, had been a part of her life since middle school, and Emily had grown very fond of the short, lively brunette during the countless hours she’d spent at the DeHaven’s. 

“Awesome!” Tibby grabbed the phone, bringing it to her ear as she started out of the kitchen. She wondered whether her thinking of Cathy had been a telepathic connection, or merely a coincidence. “Hey, dude! How’s life?”

“It’s great.” Cathy’s voice was a perfect match to her bubbly personality, and a single word could hold all the meaning in the world. It only took people a second to find out when her mood was bad, as her tone dulled and hardened when she was troubled. Tibby was pleased to hear her friend’s voice, though admittedly they’d seen each other during the last day of school less than twenty-four hours before. Their friendship was the cause of excessive phone bills, cell phone fees, hours of emails and msn, and numerous bus and train tickets for their endless excursions to town. 
“How about you?” 
“It’s good, I saw Derek this morning, then had lunch with my mom and chilled in the back yard. I kind of got burnt though, ‘cause I fell asleep in the deck chair.” Tibby paced up the stairs, pushing open the door to her room. Cathy grinned on the other end of the line, amused by her friend’s mild discomfort. “God! You dumbass! That isn’t the first time you pulled that off, is it?”

“Nope.” Tibby grinned, entertained by Cathy’s carefree and easygoing attitude. “Third time.”

“Skill, Tibby, seriously.” Her friend said, sniggering, then added. “You heard about Seyla?”

“Yeah. Derek told me this morning! It’s fucking hilarious! What comes around goes around, I suppose.” She dropped down in her swivel chair and began to spin around slowly. “Nonetheless, I kinda find her pitiable.”
“Nonetheless? Dude, who the hell uses that word, like, ever?” Cathy laughed joyfully, meaning no offence. Tibby and her had a habit of insulting one another or making crude remarks about each other’s choice of words, or basically, choice of anything. Neither minded, though, and they always got a good laugh out of it.
Tibby sniggered. “God, I must’ve sounded like an eighty-year-old woman.” 

As they continued talking, sharing their experiences of the day, and drifting off-topic towards the philosophy of why time seemed to go faster every year, Emily listened with a warm feeling to the bursts of laughter that sounded from her daughter’s room at regular intervals. The two had known each other since they were eleven, and had been inseparable ever since. Sometimes Emily joked that they would live together as adults, not even completely unserious, and felt blessed that Tibby had found such a wonderful friend to go through her teenage years with, making them as untroubled as they ought to be.
*     *     *

Derek stared out of his window, watching the waves of heat radiate off the tarmac, shimmying the surroundings into distorted ripples. He’d spent the better part of the afternoon sulking in his room, though he hadn’t used his time to clean up. Soon it would be the hour for dinner, and his parents would ask him whether he’d tidied up. He almost looked forward to telling them he’d done absolutely nothing, other than reading, for hours on end. 
His parents were obsessed with perfection, his mom keeping the house spotless and organized, his dad washing the car and mowing the lawn every Saturday morning, among other things. It tired him, the sheer flawless way in which his parents lived their life. He’d never caught them doing anything out of the ordinary, never seen them smoke, throw a party that wasn’t spent in the garden or living room with calm music, perfect food, and polite small talk, or get drunk. Sometimes he sincerely doubted they even had teenage years at all, imaging them growing strait from children to adults. There was no way his parents ever acted out during their teens.

He couldn’t stand the pristine tabletops and dustless corners of the floor. What the hell kind of living room is so devoid of dust that you start to think you’re in a hospital room prepped for surgery? How was he meant to feel at home when it felt like he was disappointing them further with every passing moment? Their smiles, eternally present and fake, appalled him.
I bet they expected me to be just like them, he thought bitterly, they probably aspired for me to be a strait-A student with a love for cleaning, cooking, and the desire to go to law school. He couldn’t even count the times they’d suggested Harvard, and on each and every occasion he’d questioned their sanity. He wasn’t dumb, rather intelligent, but he wasn’t cut out to be a lawyer either. He aspired to be a professional Moto-crosser, riding through the dirt and competition in title competitions for a living, like his long-time idol Carey Hart. 
His parents had recently given in to his endless nagging, allowing him to regularly ride quads at the local ATV centre lest he wear body armour, knee- and elbow pads, and a helmet with goggles. The minutes he spent racing through the dirt were, besides spending time with Tibby, the best moments of his life. The motorcycles at the ATV place, though, were for the over-eighteens with driver’s licenses. He couldn’t wait to pass his driver’s test and finally be able to get onto a dirt bike. He imagined it would be the coolest experience of his life.
The sun hung brightly in the blue sky, not about to set for hours, and Derek fleetingly glared at his watch. It was nearly seven-thirty, dinner time. He let out a sigh when he heard his mom’s voice come from downstairs, announcing what he’d already known. Getting to his feet he cast a glance in the mirror. What do they think when they see me? He wondered cynically. Do they regret having me?
*     *     *

“Dominoes Pizza as a TV dinner?” Emily suggested, smiling as her daughter’s face lit up. She knew the suggestion would earn Tibby’s approval, as the girl was a pizza maniac. “I got a movie for us to watch tonight, one of those amusing love story flicks that seem to not really have a plot.”
Tibby beamed, handing her mom the phone before throwing her arms around her mother in a tight embrace. “Cool! I love having a girls night!”

She knew how lucky she was, having a mom who was able to act like a teenager and appreciate a pizza-movie night. Most of her friends expressed their jealousy of her relationship with Emily once a while, wishing that their moms were more like Tibby’s. As Emily ordered the pizza Tibby set up the DVD, reading the back of the case as she waited for her mom to be done. The film sounded hilarious, and she couldn’t wait to get started with it.
As Emily hung up she grinned, her eyes on the TV. “Fine, Tibbs, we can start right now if you want. It’ll be half an hour for the pizza, so we’ll have plenty of movie time left once it gets here. The guy at the rental store said it was one of the funniest chick flicks of the moment, so it better be good.”

They settled on the couch together, Tibby armed with the remote control, and indulged themselves in the awkward and hilarious love-life of the movie characters. Right off the bat the main character cracked a joke, and both members of the enthusiastic audience laughed until tears ran down their cheeks. 

As all good things go, the movie ended and the pizza finished in no time, leaving the mother and daughter sitting on the couch, discussing the ridiculous events of the movie. Tibby yawned, tears springing into her eyes. She blinked, then stretched, before announcing that she was off to bed. Emily hugged her goodnight, then watched her walk out of the room, hearing her footsteps moving up the stairs. 

I’m blessed, she though, a smile playing around the corners of her mouth, I can hardly believe how amazing Tibbs is. She’s all I could have wished for, and I hope she knows it. 
*     *     *

Tibby awakened gently, turning on her other side as she closed her eyes again. Deciding she wouldn’t be able to sleep again she stretched, her muscles stiffened by hours of sleep, and rolled over. Sunlight peeked through the cracks of her blinds, and she kicked away the light summer blankets, sitting up. Setting her bare feet on the parquet floor she remained still for a while, blinking to clear her vision. It was a problem she experienced every morning, for it seemed like her eyes simply refused to awaken at the same time as the rest of her system.
Dressed in shorts and a tank top she hadn’t been warm during the hot summer night, though her room could use a bit of cooling at the moment. She opened her window, welcoming in the fresh, cool morning air. Noticing that it was nearly ten o’clock she pulled the elastic band from her sagging pony tail, starting towards the door as she redid her hair.

Carefully opening her mom’s door she peeked inside, finding her mom staring back at her, looking sleepy. “Good morning, darling.” Emily said, gesturing that she should come into the room. Tibby shut the door behind her, then dropped down onto the white covers of the double bed on her stomach. Leaning on her elbows she rested her head in her hands, her eyes on the painting above her mom’s bed.

Depicting rolling hills covered by scarce groups of trees, and a single mansion, the painting always intrigued Tibby. Her mom had it there ever since she could remember, but still it mystified Tibby. Though a carefree sun was portrayed on the canvas, there was something dark about the lone house that never ceased to confuse her. 

“You all right, hon?” Emily queried, folding her hands together over her stomach. Tibby nodded slowly, then frowned. “Mom… I don’t understand how you loved dad. Grandma told me about him, about what he did to you, and I just don’t get that you ever felt anything for a man who’s so evil.”

“He was cute.” Emily smiled at the positive memory. When they’d met, he’d seemed perfect, or, as her mother had told her once, ‘good husband material’. “He was funny, and he was sweet. It wasn’t until later that he showed his other side, sweetie, it was only after you were born that I began to really see the bad person inside him.”

“So it’s my fault, then?” Tibby asked, miserable. 

“No!” Emily sat up straighter, her hand caressing Tibby’s hair. “You’re not to blame for anything. Having you was the best thing that ever happened to me, hon, never forget that. Your father was a ticking time bomb, he was going to blow up at one point or another, and it just so happens that it was around the time that you were born.”

“I don’t get it though, mom. How does someone get like that? How did he go from being sweet and funny to hitting you?”

“People are complicated, sweetie, and sometimes they don’t turn out to be the way you thought they were.”

Tibby fell silent, obviously deep in thought. The shrill ringing of Emily’s cell phone erupted through the silence, and she reached for the phone on the nightstand with an awful sense in the pit of her stomach. She answered shortly. Her eyes widened as she listened to the caller, then she pushed aside the covers and dangled her legs over the edge of the bed. Holding the phone tight between her cheek and shoulder she leaned forward and scribbled an address onto the notepad she always kept on the bedside table. Shaking her head in disbelief she listened for another minute.

“Thanks, I’ll be right there.” She closed the phone, dropping her arms by her sides and staring down at the address. “Goddamn it.”
