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CHAPTER 1

This place is horrible. I know it sounds
lame, even whiny, but it is. Biting my lip didn’t work anymore to
hold back the nausea I felt whenever we returned here. The hotel
smelled of stale cigarettes and body funk no matter how much I held
my breath or concentrated on something else. I just wish…I wish
things were like they were last year. When my father was working
his big corporation job and my mom was entertaining his co-workers
at holiday parties.

“Sorina! Get out to the car.
Your father is dropping us off while he goes looking for a job.
They’re hiring day workers for that building project near the
city.”

A sigh slipped out before I could stop it.
“Coming. You need help?” I tried not to upset my mom more than my
dad already had, but it was hard not to be a bit miffed at the way
things had turned out.

“No, you go ahead. I have to
clean up in here before your dad honks the horn again.” My mother’s
tan fingers tucked the dingy sheets under the mattress. Her
jet-black hair escaped her bun to frame her cocoa-colored
face.

I bent over and moved her out of the way to
finish, tossing a smile over my shoulder. “I’ll finish up real
quick, okay?”

She returned a pinched grin that resembled a
cross between crying and hidden happiness. It looked painful
really, and every time she did it, I hurt a bit inside.

Hurriedly, I stuffed the clothes my father
had tossed around the room in the rolling suitcase my mom placed by
the lamp. Then I rolled up my makeshift bed in the corner next to
the bathroom. I grabbed the rollaway suitcase and tugged it behind
me.

At the door I gave the place a quick
once-over, before slamming it shut. The hallway didn’t smell much
better than the room, worst actually, but at least there was a
breeze from the air conditioner. Summer didn’t seem so fun. At
least not anymore, and it was hard to believe that when I was in
school – those were the better days.

I got to the car and gulped, hearing the
raised voices inside. Hesitating a moment, I let my gaze skip
across the dingy buildings crammed together on each side of the
seedy hotel we’d stayed in. Its brick front did nothing to dull the
blinking white sign that read, ‘Vacancies’. The street wasn’t too
busy since it was the morning time. Way past the time the sidewalks
and roads were lined with scantily clad ladies.

“That’s all we had!” my
father’s yell escaped through the open window. His rapid Spanish
rolled off his tongue in harsh, short phrases.

I jumped, jerking out of my thoughts. My
father rarely spoke Spanish anymore, since he fought so hard
against having his nationality exposed at work. He hated having an
accent so much he’d told my mother to never teach us the language.
So that left me being another girl of Hispanic descent who didn’t
speak a lick of the language.

This happened all the time now. The fights
about money, Dad’s drinking, and his late nights, which ended in
mom crying. Oh, and fights over the use of the one vehicle we
owned. Shrugging off the stabbing pain in my chest, I got in the
backseat. The suitcase gave me a bit of trouble, and I yanked it
inside, then dumped it on the floor beside me.

“Hey, baby girl,” my father
pushed out hoarsely. His pale hand patted the top of mom’s seat.
Then he bunched his shoulders while his hands tightened on the
wheel, after slipping a frown at Mom.

What was this about? I tried not to close my
eyes to figure out what Mom did to upset him again. Hopefully, it’s
not because of me staying upstairs to clean. I waited with bated
breath, and gulped down the saliva that built in the back of my
throat as my father gave me a searching gaze, then turned
around.

The car pulled off and I slumped back in my
seat in relief. My father and I had been close at one time. We used
to talk, at least when I was in middle school. But when high school
started, his job got demanding, he got meaner; things were set to
change. Nothing changed for the better.

My mother’s voice came out with the
apologetic hitch I’d gotten used to, “Um, honey, I’m not taking you
to your aunt’s house today. She can’t handle more than your brother
this summer. She’s doing us a big favor letting him live there
now.”

I wish I could live there with my aunt. If I
did, I could go back to my old school, get a part-time job and help
my parents. For some reason, they didn’t want me staying with her
though.

My mother cleared her throat, almost as
though she knew my mind was fighting to get out of this forced
conversation.

“Okay, then you want me to
go into the city with Dad? I could hang out at the museums or
something.” I brushed a curly brown lock of my hair out of my eyes.
I used to wear it straight, when I had a blow dryer. But when you
are moving quickly, under the cover of night, you forget
things.

“No, I have a surprise for
you,” Mom said, practically hopped in her seat.

I stared at her; I couldn’t help it. It’s the
first time in a long time I saw a real smile on her face. Dad drove
faster, like he didn’t want to take part in it. I bit my lip again,
curious.

“You didn’t have to do that.
I don’t need anything. I just want to help,” I added, watching my
father closely. He didn’t budge, only hit the gas harder, taking
the exit to the amusement park. His brown hair, now cut short, gave
him a harsher appearance than I was used to when he was
working.

“I got you a Seasons Past to
Fun World.” A giggle escaped her lips.

I blinked. Really? I couldn’t believe it. My
mom spent $75 to buy me a season’s pass? No wonder Dad was mad at
her – even me. He didn’t say it, but I could tell he was angry at
both of us.

“Well, say something.” Mom
twisted around in her seat.

I plastered a big grin on my face. “Thanks.
Wow, uh…” I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to make my
father angrier but inside, deep inside, I was jumping for joy. If I
couldn’t stay at my aunt’s, I would’ve had to stay at that hotel,
all day long. The thought of it made me sick. It did.

The car jerked to a stop in front of the
sign, about a half a mile from the entrance where you’d have to pay
for parking.

“I have to get going,” my
father mumbled, flicking the switch to unlock the door.

I rushed to open it as my mom stuck the
ticket in my hand.

“I should be back by
closing. If not, the bus runs till 11 p.m. Just take it to the
hotel, if you can borrow money from someone.” Dad forced out, not
even bothering to look at me.

Mom’s smile had faded and tears gathered in
their place.

“It’s okay, I’ll work on
getting bus fare today. Don’t waste the gas to pick me up. I’ll see
you at the hotel.”

My dad turned then. “Wait. Don’t go there
until your mother picks you up. I haven’t paid for the night.
She’ll be there if we made rent.”

I nodded numbly, this time trying not to cry
right there on the spot. “Okay, see you, Mom.” I barely stepped
back in time before Dad gunned the engine and they took off.

The walking didn’t bother me. Actually, with
each step, I felt lighter. A season’s pass for the entire summer,
full of riding roller coasters and more. Who wouldn’t want
that?

Funny thing was, I’d never come to this park.
My friends from my old high school were planning a school’s out
trip here the week my parents withdrew me and we moved to the
hotel.

I got up to the gate, glanced at the flower
designs in the shape of a bear and wanted to just sit there and
smell the fresh blooms for hours. Things I’d taken for granted past
year made me ache to go back, relive that last year just so I could
savor all the things I’d wasted. Like food, I’d go back and have
all those Belgian waffles my mom made for Sunday breakfast. The
ones I’d tossed in the trash because I wanted to stay slim.

“Stupid,” I uttered, then
caught my breath at the lady’s shocked expression at the ticket
booth. “Sorry, I was talking about myself.”

She raised a gray eyebrow. “How can I help
you?”

I slid the ticket through the small hole at
the base of the glass case she sat in. “I have a season’s pass and
I’d like to go in. Is there anything else I have to do?”

The woman nodded. “There,” she pointed, “at
that building, go over and have your picture taken.”

I caught her name from her nametag.
“Thanks.”

She smiled at me, and then yelled,
“Next!”

Adjusting my backpack, I headed to the
building to take my picture. The line was long, but I didn’t mind.
I set my bag on the ground between my legs and fished out my bubble
gum lip balm. It was my last one and helped me imagine I was eating
candy.

A bunch of kids ahead of me were playing and
joking around. They had their music on their iPhones pumped up loud
enough for everyone to hear. A guy in the back of the group had
brown curly hair and dark brown eyes. He was taller than me and
seemed to have a permanent grin on his face.

Yeah, I stared at him. He was a work of
beauty. Not the kind of guy I would date when I was in my old
school. I tended to like the nerds more. Them and me—we had more in
common, not to mention they usually didn’t have picky taste in
big-busted blonde cheerleaders. They didn’t mind my bright,
hi-yellow complexion and rounded butt I tried to hide in skirts.
Even though my mom had a darker hue, I was fair-skinned like my
father but looked Latina, like my mom. I didn’t get my father’s
blue eyes like my brother. Many days, I’d wished I had. As far as
being blonde, I’d tried coloring my hair once. It didn’t even take
that well since my hair was so dark. Cute guys, still never noticed
me. Anyhow, that doesn’t matter. I ditched the skirts I used to
hide my big booty, because they just didn’t work with all the
walking I had to do. Boys didn’t notice me now at all since my hair
was always in a ponytail, and I wore the same few shirts I was able
to salvage from the house before it got seized by the police. I
sighed, realizing my daydream of the cutie ahead of me, would never
come true.

“Are you going to move?
Today?” The girl behind me nudged my back.

“Oh, sorry.” I picked up my
bag and dragged it a few steps forward with me.

“Maybe if you weren’t
staring at that guy you would’ve noticed the rest of us were
waiting,” she humphed.

I released a long breath and tried to ignore
her. Seemed like no matter where you were there was always someone
who wanted to spit on your day.

Finally, making it through the line, I
flashed my plastic pass at the woman who waved me through with a
snort.

“Yeah!” I answered her
pointing finger.

Snap. A girl with a camera stuffed a ticket
in my hand. “Great smile. Bring me that ticket after 2 p.m. and
I’ll have your picture for you.”

***

I’d ridden every single ride in the park –
twice. My stomach was hurting, and I was hungry. But who cared, I
didn’t have to go to that hotel for a few more hours. I searched
around the open food court of restaurants and ignored the growl of
my stomach. Forcing myself not to jump for joy when a lady tried to
clear off the half eaten plate of food her crying kid didn’t
want.

I rushed over to her. “I’ll clean this up,
ma’am. Did you want me to help you put him in the stroller?”

The woman sighed then threw me a distracted
smile while she pressed the kid down into the seat to secure the
buckle. “No.” She pushed the stroller away.

My mouth watered as she disappeared around
the bend. I twisted around to sit as a slender brown-skinned guy
came over to clear the table.

“Wait, I’m not finished
here.” I sat, biting my lip. My fingers seemed to have a mind of
their own as I snatched some fries and stuffed them into my
mouth.

The guy’s mouth dropped. “You want me to give
you a refill on the soda?”

I nodded, stuffing the hotdog in my mouth.
“Thank you,” I muttered between bites.

Commotion sounded behind me, I twisted a bit
in my seat to see what was going on as I finished off the last of
the soda.

A group of teens were running around and
tossing cups and plastic plates at each other. While they veered
off to the side, that guy – the cute one from the line, headed my
way. I searched around thinking he was meeting up with one of his
friends, but he plopped down on the seat across from me.

I swallowed and coughed. And choked, forcing
my hand in my mouth to make it stop. Embarrassing. Why couldn’t I
just disappear? Right now. At that moment. Seriously.

He slid on the rounded bench to come
closer.

“Whoa!” His broad hand
patted my back.

I didn’t know whether to lean back into it or
move away. I fought against my bubbling stomach, so I wouldn’t spew
orange soda on his white shirt.

“I’m,” cough, “ok-ay now.”
Several more coughs escaped as I held up my hand in
surrender.

He started rubbing my back. Oh my God. I
actually shivered. I don’t think I’ve ever been close up to any guy
who looked this good, much less touched by one. My coughing
stopped, but yeah, I faked a few more just because I didn’t want
him to stop rubbing me.

“I’m sorry I caused your
coughing fit. I shouldn’t have snuck up on you like
that.”

I swallowed and released the breath I’d been
holding. “Not a problem. I’m alright now,” I squeaked. No, please
tell me, I didn’t just make that sound.

“You really
okay?”

“Yes.” And I was staring
again. He had to have the longest lashes I’d ever seen on a guy.
His hair was that messy kind of wavy. It fell just so to the side
just above his eyes. My fingers itched to touch it. His lips slim
on the top and full on the bottom made me bite back the crazy
notion to kiss him.

Then the side of his mouth kicked up in a
smirk. “Can I ask you a big favor?”

“Anything.” Did that breathy
answer just come through my mouth? Get a grip, Sorina. He is so out
of your league.

“Are you sure about that?
That’s giving a guy way too much to think about you know.” He
laughed.

Trying to grab back a bit of dignity, I
replied, “I was just kidding.” I waved.

“I wish you weren’t.” His
eyes landed on me, studying me, before he leaned in.

He was going to kiss me. I know it. I wanted
it. I must have been dreaming. “Ah,” slipped out as I flattened my
hand on the table to stop it from shaking.

“Can you pretend to be my
girlfriend today? My friends all paired up and are ditching me on
rides. So I want to one-up them and spend the day with someone else
until my car ride home comes.” His hand moved from my back to the
table. “By the way, my name is Tristan. And you?”

“Sorina. Santos.” I kept
blinking because I couldn’t believe this hot guy just asked me to
be his girlfriend—for the day. What did I do to have the heavens
open up and give me this day? I hope it’s not a set-up for
something bad to happen. But at this point I don’t care, I’m just
so happy my mom bought me that pass. I know Dad was angry with her
for spending our rent money on it. It was too late to worry about
that now anyhow.

“Beautiful.” Tristan’s lips
turned up, causing that lower full one to poke out like it was
taunting me to touch it. “Your name…and you.”

“You, uh, too.” My hand
trembled slightly as I smoothed my hair back into my ponytail. Am I
flirting? Gosh I never did before, but this felt good. Real good.
“So what do you want to do now?”

Tristan stood, grabbing my hand on his way
up. “Get on the coasters.”

He literally laced his thick, firm fingers
through mine and didn’t let go, even though I was sweating. Tristan
tugged me with him and traced my fingers with his thumb. I felt
like I was plugged into an electric socket; every stroke bought me
to life.

“You sure you want to get on
this one? It’s known to make people barf.”

I smiled, mustering up some bravery and
squeezing his hand a little despite the butterflies in my stomach.
“Oh yeah, I can handle it. I have to make sure I’m here for you to
pull back your hair in case you lose your lunch afterward.” Tristan
lifted my hand to his lips and gave me a small peck.

I inhaled a broken breath. “So you like
helping damsels in distress?” I lifted my free hand and placed it
on my forehead feigning a faint.

“You can say that. But
sometimes,” he winked at me, “I like to make them distressed.” He
tickled me under my arm.

I belted out a loud ungraceful laugh and
covered my mouth just as the guy running the ride waved us on,
rolling his eyes.

We got on the mushy sides of the cylinder,
and braced ourselves before it started spinning. I didn’t know if I
was dreaming or if this was a trick of fate, but Mr. Gorgeous took
my hand then placed it on his heart. The ride spun off to a fast
start.

Even though I’d ridden this monstrosity only
twice before, vowing to never get on it again, here I was. He was
worth it, even if I got sick. I didn’t feel a thing. Only the
euphoria of having someone from my dreams holding my hand. His
yummy face was stuck in place while the back of his head was
plastered to the spongy wall from the gravity of the spinning
cylinder our bodies were stuck to. Tristan gave me a wink, and
stared at me as though I was the most delicious thing ever.
Sigh.

The ride ended. I believe I floated beside
him while he was complaining how slow the ride was. When I finally
landed back to earth, we were standing at an eatery surrounded by
trees. There sat stray picnic blankets and servers dressed like
bunny rabbits.

“I know you’re not hungry,
but I am. I haven’t eaten since breakfast. Besides,” Tristan
searched around. “My friends would never look for me
here.”

“Um, I can eat.” I stared at
the back of his wavy hair until he found us a blanket to sit on.
Regretfully, he released my hand to sit and lean against a tree. I
crossed my legs and smiled at him, I was a bit afraid to say
anything because my hand was shaking again.

“I hate this park. My
parents got us passes for the season as part of our birthday
present. If it weren’t for my friends wanting to come here
overnight for senior week I would’ve sold mine.” Tristan chewed on
a piece of grass and waved over one of the girls dressed as a pink
bunny.

“Why?” I squeaked out. Then
decided to just let him talk so I could hear that deep voice of
his.

Tristan pointed to the menu in the girl’s
hand. Even though she was dressed as a pink bunny, I swear she was
flirting with him. He reached out, playfully rubbing her arm as he
stood to talk about the dessert items.

The ping of jealousy I felt was wrong. Just
wrong. The guy wasn’t my boyfriend, but I was having fun pretending
he was. I sat there anxious for her to leave so I could have him
all to myself again.

Tristan plopped down, leaned back with his
head on his hand and started the conversation like he’d never
stopped. “This place is a dump compared to the amusement parks in
Florida. I can’t wait to start working this summer. Some of the
guys and I are saving up for a week at the beach before senior year
hits.”

“Sounds nice.” I slid off my
practically empty bag. Then, I just listened to him talk as the
moon rose higher in the sky.

“The girl’s going to hook us
up with some extra food. I sweetened her, you know,” Tristan turned
and smiled. “Think I’m good at that?”

“I guess.” But the truth was
I wanted to say he was too good at it. Instead I gave him a small
smile and wished I had the guts to lay my head on his
chest.

“Once I get home, we’re
going to fix my car. Waiting for dude to take me home isn’t cool. I
like having my own stuff.” Tristan waved the girl bunny back over
to us. She had tons of food on the tray.

He helped her place the plates on the
blanket, whispered something in her ear. He took the small piece of
paper she handed him and stuffed it in his pocket.

I didn’t miss that. Yeah, he totally got her
phone number. I didn’t care; at least I wouldn’t let myself since
he wasn’t really mine. But I’d be lying if I didn’t admit it hurt
just a little.

“C’mon, dig in. I didn’t get
us all this free food for nothing.” Tristan teased a french fry
against my lips.

“Yum.” I opened my mouth as
he fed me one after another. I was in heaven. Heaven!

“Crap! They found me. I
gotta…” Tristan’s voice trailed off as he shot up.

Tristan grasped my hand to pull me up, and he
landed a big sloppy kiss on my lips.

I slumped backwards a bit when he released
me, then I pivoted to see who he was frowning at. About six or so
kids from his group was moving in our direction. One guy about his
height and build tugged an angry girl into his arms, hugging her
and spinning her around before I could get a glimpse of his face.
The other guys in the group waved Tristan over.

“Sorry, but I better go.
I’ll be back tomorrow.” He bent and gave me one more quick kiss
with soft, moist lips.

I lifted my hand to my mouth as Tristan ran
over to the others. He slapped the guy that held the girl on the
back, then placed an arm around them both.

The first kiss was a surprise, the second was
a dream. Just the perfect ending, to the best day I’d had in what
seemed like forever.







CHAPTER 2

Absently, I rubbed my finger on my bottom
lip. I walked from the bus stop to the parking lot of the amusement
park reliving the moment I’d met him. Back and forth I did it, but
the tingle from Tristan’s kiss lingered.

For two weeks.

Yeah, it’s been that long since I’ve seen him
and I still missed him. Maybe, because holding on to the thought
that someone so beautiful could want to be with me, if only for a
little while. Want me. Just as much as I wanted them, it, made me
feel special. There were lots of things I wanted now. All the stuff
I took for granted just months ago. But the one thing I’d never
allowed myself to do was to hope that a guy like him would even
talk to a girl like me. Short, slightly curvy, with bust way too
big, making me look a bit chunky if I didn’t wear tight t-shirts.
Just hoping, he might be at the park one day to see me again, got
me through the days. It gave me something to take my mind off the
fact that I may have to find somewhere to sleep tonight.

Earlier in the school year, everything I knew
was the middle class lifestyle my father projected. To us. To
everyone. When that changed, I found, so did I. It was like every
emotion I’d had was bottled up inside me while I walked through a
cloud of numbness. Seeing Tristan, spending the day with him, gave
me a fantasy. It made me forget, if just for a little while, all
the ugliness around me. But fantasies won’t feed me, won’t save
me.

I forced my hand from my lip, and let out a
deep breath, while speeding up my stride.

The park was slow today. It was a Monday. And
it was doubtful he’d come. I had to face the facts about him, like
I had to about all the not-so-great things going on in my life.

I slowed at the ticket booth, waved to the
old lady who’d checked my ticket the first day.

“Sorina! Come here, hun,”
Ms. Robinson called. For an old woman her voice was loud and
clear.

When I got to her window, she pushed some
cash under it. “Can you do me a favor and get me one of those
funnel cakes?” She smiled at me, a rare find even though she’d
started waving at me just two days ago.

“Okay. Do you want a drink?”
I grinned back at her because I still was getting used to her being
nice to me.

“No, don’t need the
sugar.”

I lifted an eyebrow and took the money.

“But there is extra for you
to get one too. Consider it payment for running the errand since
they don’t like to give me breaks.”

“Thanks!” I secretly wanted
to jump for joy. I didn’t have breakfast and after taking the bus
then walking, I was starving. The funnel cake place was way in the
back of the park. Part of me wanted to stay near the front, just in
case Tristan showed up. But I had to be honest; he wasn’t
coming.

In no time I ran to the back of the park, my
stomach growling loudly at the thought of some much-needed food. I
hadn’t eaten since yesterday when I finished off some park guest’s
half-eaten hotdog and fries. Gotta love babies, they never finish
their food.

I barely stopped in front of the funnel cake
window before the girl, a little older than me, opened the window.
“Hungry?” she said, laughing.

“Kinda, but I’m getting this
for the lady at the front. She said she skipped breakfast.” I waved
the money at her. “And I need two of them.”

“No worries. I’ll give you a
tray,” the girl peeked behind her, “the manager’s not here, so I’ll
let you try the ice cream and toppings. If you like them, then
spread the word. They haven’t been selling well.”

“Thanks! I’d like
strawberries and cream. Just on mine though, I think the older lady
has some health issues. I don’t even think she’s supposed to be
eating this stuff.”

“Probably not. Wait here.”
The girl scurried to the back of the little trailer.

I drummed my fingers while glancing around
the park. Then my breath caught, or did I choke on it? I don’t
know, but Tristan was walking my way. And he was alone. This time
he was wearing jeans and a plaid shirt, with his t-shirt poking out
just under the two buttons that were undone. His hair was shorter,
but still that thick burnt brown that had gold highlights from the
sun. Seeing him was like running into an old friend. One you’d
missed badly. Not only that, but I knew he would take my mind off
all the drama at home. And I needed that, a diversion. A sweet
diversion.

“Shut your mouth. Or
something might fly in it.” The girl slid me the funnel cakes in a
tray. “My name is Peaches. If you come back, ask for me and I’ll
give you more ‘samples’. Now go sell some.”

“Uh-huh, thanks.” I barely
got out the words. He’d stopped, and appeared to be looking around
for someone. Probably not me. My heart sank.

“Trust me, staring only
makes them cocky,” the girl yelled from behind me. “Now take the
food and walk past him. Do a wink over the shoulder, it always
works for me.”

I didn’t take my eyes off him, afraid I was
dreaming, “I will,” I mumbled.

Absently, I grabbed the tray. With my heart
pounding in my chest, I slowly walked in his direction. I hoped he
would notice me. I chanted to myself. With all my brave talk from a
moment ago, my hands were shaking so bad, dropping the dessert was
a real possibility.

“Keep cool, keep cool,” I
whispered.

Just at that moment, he pivoted. His full
lips widened into a delicious smile, and I was in heaven...until I
stumbled.

Tristan caught my elbow in one hand and the
tray in the other. “You okay? Uh...” He actually appeared like he
didn’t know my name.

“I’m Sorina. I know the
name’s hard to remember.” I steadied myself and reached for the
tray.

“So do you remember my
name?” Tristan gave me that sideways smile that made my tummy
tickle.

“Tristan. How can I forget,
you kidnapped me for a day to pretend to be your
girlfriend.”

His face appeared somber for a moment. “Yeah,
about that…”

I held up my hand to stop him. “It’s okay. I
didn’t mind at all. I know you said you were coming back to spend
more time with me, but honestly I didn’t think you would. That’s
okay because I had a great time.”

“Well, that’s why I’m here.
I wanted to spend the day with you. Only if you’ll have me,
though.”

I licked my lips trying to figure out if
today was another one of those times when something bad happens to
you, and an angel gifts you with something special.

“Well?” He stepped
closer.

“Sure. I have to drop off
one of these funnel cakes first. Want to come?” I adjusted the
tray.

“Alright. Is one yours?” He
fell in step with me as I walked. His legs were much longer than
mine, so he slowed a bit.

“Yep, the one with all the
toppings. I can’t wait to eat it.” At that moment my stupid stomach
decided to growl—loudly.

Tristan just smiled at me and took the plain
one on the side. “Go ahead and take a taste of yours so the whip
cream doesn’t melt. And if you eat the toppings before we get back
to the booth, I’ll treat you to a soda.”

“That’s a bet, this will
be...” I sniffed over the treat and took a big bite off the tilting
tower of whipped cream, “gone in no time.”

“It’s better than my
breakfast. Leftover pizza and an energy drink.” Tristan smiled,
bending down a bit to peek at me. He adjusted the plate in his hand
as he stepped closer while walking next to me. Our arms almost
touched.

“Sounds good to me. I’m not
picky these days.” I bit my tongue, literally bit it, once I
realized I’d let something embarrassing about me slip out. From the
way Tristan dressed, in designer tennis shoes, nice clothes, even
the diamond stud in one of his ears, let me know that he didn’t
have the same problems I did. And to me, that was a good thing.
Talking to him allowed me to live in another place, the world I’d
taken for granted before my family slipped into chaos.

He gave me an almost shy smile. “I like girls
who don’t mind my bad eating habits, so many don’t eat at all and
the thought of cold pizza makes them run.”

“What else do you like to
do? Are you working this summer?” I spied Ms. Robinson waving at
me.

“I work, kind of. I have my
own business you know.”

“I got to take this to her.
Can you hold mine,” I leaned in, “without eating it
all?”

“You’d share with me?” He
placed his hand on his chest feigning shock. “I’m
humbled.”

I placed my hand on my hip, giving him a
stern look. “Just leave me some with the strawberries on top.” I
ran to Ms. Robinson with a grin on my face and butterflies in my
stomach. Tristan came back to see me!

After giving Ms. Robinson her food and
change, I jogged to Tristan who was sitting on the grass area near
the flower art in the shape of a color-splashed mushroom.

Out of breath, my mouth watered at the
strawberry he popped in his mouth.

“Is there enough left for
me?” I joked and sat next to him.

He patted the grass near him. “Closer so we
can split it evenly.”

Hesitantly, I scooted over, still in
disbelief that this gorgeous, nice guy wanted to spend time with
me. I reached for the fork on the tray. He grabbed it before I had
a chance to. Then he pierced it through a ripe strawberry and waved
it at me.

“Open up.” He taunted me
with the fruit.

“I uh.” I didn’t know what
to do except drop my jaw.

“It’s good.” He slipped it
through my lips. “You seem to take care of everyone else, maybe you
won’t mind me taking care of you a little.”

With my mouth full, hoping I didn’t appear
desperate, I mumbled, “You don’t have to.”

“But I want to.” He jabbed
another berry with a piece of dough. Then popped it into his mouth
while staring ahead, thoughtfully. “Don’t think I’m a creep when I
say this, but I was watching you the first day at the park. You
were in line waiting to get your picture taken. I saw you earlier
than that, when you jumped out of a car near the
entrance.”

I swallowed, forcing myself to hold back the
spontaneous tears that threatened to fall. That day was the worst
and the best all mixed into a balled-up memory I’d tried not to
dwell on.

Tristan turned toward me. “You do think I’m a
creep?” He started to stand.

By reflex, I grabbed his hand. The tingles
that ran through my arm at touching him caused me to release him.
“That was one of the best moments of my life. I don’t think you’re
a creep. I’m flattered I caught your attention. Even if it was just
to pretend to be your girlfriend to save you from your friends that
day.”

Tristan broke out in a huge smile. “Thank
you. Ready for that soda?”

I nodded. Then stood, brushing my hands on my
jeans. “Thanks for treating.”

“Stop thanking me. I know
you appreciate it, but you helped me first, remember?” He slowed a
bit as if just realizing that my short stature caused me to have to
walk briskly to catch up.

“You’ve got it. So, what
kind of work do you do?” I wondered if he modeled or something. He
looked the type and, to be honest, even the best looking guys at my
school never seemed to have it put together as well as he did. My
few boyfriends compared to him, were seriously lacking – although,
they were nice enough.

“I work on computers. Taught
myself how to be a neighborhood techie. My dad helped me out a lot
before he died in a motorcycle accident last year.” Tristan’s lips
thinned.

“I’m sorry.” I didn’t know
what to say, I just watched the features on his face transform from
sadness to peace.

“It’s alright. I’ve dealt
with it. My mom is strong and even tried learning to work on
computers with me by watching YouTube videos.”

“She sounds great.” I slowed
with him as we stood in line for our drink.

“She is.” He reached down
and intertwined his fingers with mine. “You remind me of her in a
lot of ways.”

“Really?” I was getting
choked up again. That’s the best compliment anyone had ever given
me. My mother was great, but sometimes I felt as though she wasn’t
as strong as I needed her to be. But Tristan’s mom sounded
amazing.

“Really. You saved me, like
she did by making me smile.” He tugged me up to the counter. “Two
Slurpees. Cherry and Blue Ice.”

“Can I have the Blue Ice?” I
asked. I’d been eyeing the drink for the last week from the time
when they started selling it.

Tristan took the drinks and handed me one. He
went to the table and I gladly followed. I held in a giggle at the
thought that popped into my head: I’d follow you to the ends of the
Earth. Yep, I had it bad.

“So are you working this
summer?” Tristan asked while playing with his straw in the frozen
drink.

“No, uh…but I’m looking for
a job. I need a work permit and it’s hard to get since I’m in
between schools.” No way was I telling him the details of my
father’s lack of a job due to an embarrassing firing, and the
losing our house. I didn’t even want to think of where I’d have to
sleep tonight when the park closed. My mother whispered to me as I
left the latest hotel we were in, to take all my stuff since we
wouldn’t be returning there.

He frowned while staring at me. “You can work
for me. I could use an assistant, and I don’t need a work
permit.”

My jaw dropped yet again. Is this guy for
real or is he my own personal angel? Had to be, because lately,
he’s been a good luck charm for me.

Tristan held up a hand in warning. “Don’t
even think of telling me no.” He leaned closer, grasping my hand
while tapping his finger on my knuckle. “Honestly, I could use the
help.”

“I never worked on computers
before.” I really wanted to take the job, even if it wasn’t just
for the money, but for the chance to be closer to him. Not just
because he was gorgeous, but because of the kindness I observed in
his eyes. Deep within them, I saw that he cared.

“Neither did my mom, but I
taught her how to change a motherboard, check diagnostics and
install computer systems in cars I bought. She gave up the job a
few months ago to help my sister with her new baby.”

“I’d love to help.” That’s
all I could manage to say. Otherwise, I’d probably start crying
right there. He didn’t realize how much he was helping me and my
family.

“Well…” Tristan’s watch
alarm went off. He glanced down, irritated, and cut it off. “It
pays well. That’s a reminder that in an hour I have someone
bringing over their plans for a network install in their medical
practice.”

“Oh, do you have to go meet
them?” My heart sank. I didn’t want him to leave.

“Yeah, I do. But I don’t
want to.” Tristan smiled at me. “Can you begin work this weekend?”
Tristan started to rise. I just watched him, forcing myself not to
hug him and beg him to take me with him now.

“Sure. How do I get there?”
I didn’t want to start trying to figure out how I would get the bus
money. It already took me days of collecting coins off the ground
in the park to come up with today’s bus fare. But I didn’t want to
give off signals on how broke I was.

“I’ll pick you up here – at
the park.” The alarm on his wrist went off again. “I gotta go. See
you Friday.”

“Bye.” With each step he
took further away, the reality of my life came clearer. Tonight,
I’d have to find someplace to sleep. Now to search out a place in
the park I could go undetected. Maybe the dreams of what’s to come
on after I started working will make sleeping on the hard ground
softer.







CHAPTER 3

The bus jerked as it stopped in front of the
park. My excitement at being back at what had become my ‘Happy
Place’ bubbled up from my stomach, to the frozen smile on my face.
I’d skipped going to the amusement park the last three days.
Instead, I spent hours in the library researching basic computer
repair manuals. Though I’m not proud of it, I also tried my hand at
dumpster diving. It’s not as easy as they make it look on the
YouTube videos I watched about it. So not that easy. After almost
getting arrested for trespassing behind a bar, I decided hanging
out at Walmart was much more profitable and safer.

The food I got from there was unbelievable.
So much so, that I stuffed my backpack with excess and took it to
the hotel room my mother and I shared. Dad hadn’t been seen in days
and mom froze up when I asked if he was coming back. She’d mumbled
a bit about gambling and my heart dropped all the way to my
stomach, because I knew he wouldn’t be back anytime soon. His habit
had put us in this situation. What’s worse was that and she gave
into his demand that she not work or go to college to become
employable. I was proud of her though; she’d got several regular
jobs cleaning houses, cooking for well-to-do families. Mom was even
going to do a medical trial that would pay her a few hundred
dollars for using her blood. All this, she got by going
door-to-door, offering her help. I’m glad she’s my mom. She’s
stronger than I’d originally believed. But now, I know with her
I’ll be okay.

The long hill to the entrance didn’t bother
me one bit. Tristan was picking me up today. I’d taken extra
attention with my hair before giving up to put it in a ponytail,
letting some of my curls escape, hoping it would make me look
cuter. Not having any lipstick, I’d been sucking on my lips, hoping
they’d turn rosy as my own version of permanent red.

Spotting the entrance sign, I sprinted
through to the park. I hoped to put my backpack of all my
belongings in my secret hiding place behind the lockers before
anyone spotted me. Mom warned me that I’d have to find my own place
to sleep tonight since she couldn’t afford the hotel. She was
working at some mansion cooking all night for a party. Her eyes
seemed heavy with unshed tears as she gave me the address just in
case I could make it there before she closed the kitchen doors at
midnight. How I would get there I didn’t know.

Phoebe, one of the girls my age who worked at
the park, waved me over to her. Seeing her lightened my heart a
bit. She was the only friend I’d gained since the turn in my life.
After hearing her troubling story of survival, mine didn’t sound so
bad.

I caught up to her while adjusting my bag on
my shoulder. “Hey girl!”

“Hey back at ya! Where’ve
you been? I’ve been hanging out here waiting for you way past my
break time.” She gave me a hug. Her dark braids slapped against my
face.

“The library, doing some
research for my new job.” I didn’t want to tell her too much, just
in case she tried to talk me out of it.

“What kind of job?” Her
eyebrow lifted. “It’s legit, right? Not something or someone who
convinced you to do something for some quick money?”

“No, not at all.” I shook my
head to carry the point home.

“Then where is it? What’s
the name of the company?” Phoebe pulled out a stick of gum, her
trademark since she loved popping it. She handed me a
piece.

Thankfully, I stuffed the sweet watermelon
flavored goodness in my mouth, knowing it would stave off hunger a
bit longer. “No company. A friend of mine needs help around his
garage.”

She crossed her arms in front of her. “I
don’t like it. Sounds suspicious to me.”

I smiled. Phoebe had to be the most
suspicious person I knew. I’m sure she had reason though. “I know a
bad person from a good person. I haven’t survived this summer
without learning to read people. My friend is a nice guy.”

“If he’s so nice, you’ll let
me meet him.” Phoebe pursed her lips. “That way if he’s no good I
can find him and have my cousins beat him up for you.”

I laughed—couldn’t help it, she made me feel
like part of her family. “Okay. Aren’t you late for work?”

She shrugged. “They sent me to clean the
bathrooms. Lucky for me, no one’s used them yet.”

“No one uses that bathroom
anyway.” I walked to the lockers, not worried about Phoebe knowing
my hiding place’s location. She was the one who told me I could put
my backpack there, when she spotted me passing by her lemonade and
cotton candy stand daily.

“I know that, you know that,
but boss lady will never know.” She laughed. “I make it sound like
it’s the worst bathroom in the entire park.”

“You’re good.” I admired
Phoebe; she had this thing about her, a caring way that made me
feel comfortable.

“Yep, sure am. Besides, I
worry about you.”

“You worry about everyone,”
I commented as I stuffed my backpack behind the space between the
wall of lockers.

“Not everyone. Just that…”
Her eyes blinked as though she was holding back tears. “I’ve been
where you are. I know lots of times you’re here because you don’t
have anywhere else to go. That was me when I ran away from
home.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.”
I reached out to rub her arm.

She shook her head. “I thought that too,
until a pimp talked me into coming with him. If I hadn’t run when I
saw his sidekick pull up with a van, I may be dead now. I just
don’t want that to happen to you.”

“It won’t. I don’t like
calling guys ‘Daddy’ who aren’t mine.” I gave a wry smile, flashing
back to an exchange I’d witnessed at the last hotel my mom and I
stayed at. The things I’ve seen in the last few months scared me.
They scared me because when I’d lived in the suburbs, gone to
school as an entitled kid, I didn’t even realize things like that
or even people like that existed.

“You know, I asked around
here to see if you could get a job.” Phoebe’s concerned eyes
studied me.

“I kind of don’t want to
spoil this place and why I like coming here. If I worked here, I
don’t think I would enjoy it as much.”

“Well, they didn’t have
anything available at the time, but I would’ve quit my job for you
to take it. If you wanted it.”

I shook my head; no way I’d do that to
Phoebe. For as tough as she acted, her family needed the money she
made at the park. She told me she used her paycheck to buy food for
her family.

Someone called Phoebe’s name.

She grabbed my hand. “I gotta go. That’s boss
man and he’s a real grouch. If you need anything, here is my phone
number. I wrote it down to give to you the other day.”

“Okay, thanks!” I said to
her disappearing form.

I hopped on the balls of my feet. Now to go
to the front of the park to see if Tristan had actually come to
pick me up. He didn’t know how much his help meant to me. How
anxious I was. One thing I learned from Phoebe though, was not to
show the desperation. If you did, someone may take advantage.
Tristan maybe freaked out and run away. Or figure I was so needy
that it disgusted him.

The park was getting busy. I rushed through
the incoming people to get back to the gate. He didn’t tell me
where he would pick me up, I just hoped he meant up front. The
lines were long. People were hanging around waiting on others, but
I headed to where I could see cars at the drop-off area. I stuffed
Phoebe’s number in my back pocket and paced a bit while I watched
for him. Too bad I had no way to call her, even if I needed to.
Being broke meant pawning my cellphone for food.

After a few hours of pacing, waiting, and
praying he would show up, I knew he wasn’t there. I sighed, wiping
a stupid tear off my face, and searched for a place I could have
the belting out cry I’d been holding in for months. Oh, fudge it; I
couldn’t hold it back. A whimper escaped as I started towards the
bathroom just inside the gates. The crowds had thinned and my sight
was blurry as I ran. The moment I bolted, someone grabbed my arm to
jerk me back into a broad chest.

“Hey, hey, what’s
wrong?”

Arms pulled me close. “Sorry I…” My gaze
traveled upwards. It’s him. Tristan. I choked out, “You came?” I
sniffed, remembering I’m not supposed to show my desperation. “Uh,
someone stole my money,” I lied, sort of. It’s happened before but
not today. Hopefully, the day it happened doesn’t count. I just
can’t stand for him to think I’m a stalker girl or something.

“Want me to go to security
with you? They’ve got cameras or something,” he asked while
searching around. “I’d parked the car because of the line, then had
to take a call.”

I sniffed.

Tristan continued to rub my back. “I saw you
start to leave and was trailing you, then you ran off.” He used his
finger to tilt my chin upwards. “You sure you don’t want to go to
security?”

“No. No, I’m ready to go.
You know, get to work.” I swallowed and stepped back from him
before I wrapped my arms around him and never let him go. With each
moment he’d shown concern, my heart melted and reached for
him.

For a moment Tristan appeared to be studying
me, like he didn’t believe I was okay. Then he shrugged. “Good,
we’ve got a lot to do.” He placed his hand on my lower back to
nudge me ahead.

After a short walk, we got to a yellow sports
car with dents and rust spots. Tristan curved around me and
unlocked the door. “Sorry about that seat, it’s pretty ripped
up.”

“I don’t mind.” I widened
the door and slid in.

Within a moment he got in and locked the
doors.

“Is this yours?” I asked,
impressed he’d earned his own car.

“Nope, it’s part of our job
for today.” He gave me a smile—one that melted me all the way to my
toes. “My car looks better. It’s my showpiece that helps me get
jobs. Totally decked out with a dashboard computer system that I
sell. Also, cameras on the rims, and trunk.” He started the engine;
the revving made my entire body shake, I braced my hands on either
side of the seat.

Tristan laughed. “I know one thing, this car
might not be worth all the work I have to do to get the computer in
it. The owner wants to refurbish this thing.”

I laughed, wondering how much money someone
would pay to fix the car. And why would they want to put a computer
system in it before the outside was repaired.

We didn’t speak for a while. I caught
glimpses of his profile and realized he had a few scars on his
face. A deep gash, small, but permanent just under right his
eye.

“Do you live far from here?”
The trees passed by once we got on the highway.

“Nope, just one exit up.
What about you? Where do you live?” His eyes never left the road. I
was grateful for that.

“I…uh,” clearing my throat,
I answered, “about two bus stops north of the park.”

“Good, I’ll drop you off
home after we’re done. I don’t want you to have to take the bus
home.”

The sour feeling of the lie I’d made sat in
my stomach. I couldn’t keep it up. It would spoil our time
together. Something about him, the way he just treated me with a
sense of concern made me want to trust him. Take the blossoming
friendship he offered.

“I um, I have to be honest.
My family—we’re sort of in between homes right now. So tonight I
plan on going to the hotel near the park.” The hotel was around the
corner from my mom’s work. Hopefully, we’d be able to rebook a
night after my mom got paid. When she took those jobs, she used a
heavy accent, which prompted most people to offer to pay her in
cash after the work was done. If I made it to her in time, she’d
tell them that I was there to help her, and she’d let me find a
spot to sleep while she finished up the cleaning or
cooking.

“Is your family buying a
house or something? Friends of ours stayed in a hotel while their
house was being built,” he said.

“Uh, no. But we plan on
moving into a stable place soon as we find one.”

Tristan nodded. “I’ll drop you off wherever
you want – even at your in-between home.”

His hands flexed, tightening on the steering
wheel as if he was thinking about what to say next.

“That’s why this job is
important to me,” I rushed out, not wanting pity or kind
words.

“It’s okay, the job is
yours. As for your situation, I understand. It was touch and go for
us after my father died. You’ve got nothing to be ashamed of with
me. I don’t care about those things.”

“Me either. As long as I’m
with my family, I realized the other things don’t matter as much.”
At least that’s what I kept telling myself. But the truth was, I
wasn’t with my family. My brother was at my aunt’s and my father
was nowhere to be found.

I just hoped. Really hoped, I’d be able to be
with my mom tonight.







CHAPTER 4

Tristan’s house was a dream. Not a mansion or
anything, but it had that style that just said, you are home. It
was a Cape Cod home with a large yard and paved walkway to the back
of the house. My house had been larger, a colonial, with more room
than my brother Manuel and I ever needed. But my father loved
everything big, large enough to prove he’d worked out of the life
of poverty he’d grown up in. Whenever I complained about dad, my
mother always mentioned how his hard work had paid off.

The stuff Dad had bought, bragged about to
his family, and insisted on having – didn’t make me happy then, and
not even now. The big house never seemed like home. It was a
showpiece, just like my mom was to my father back then.

But Tristan’s home just had a different feel
to it. I was pitiful. I’d wanted to run into it and hide there
forever. I sighed; it was a stupid thought. However, it was how I
felt. His home seemed that comfortable, safe, and peaceful.

“Here we are. I’m going to
drive around the back since that’s where the garage is and where
we’ll be working.” He glanced at me and my chest fluttered with
want.

“Okay. Is anyone home?”
There were two other cars, but I didn’t know if they were cars he
had to work on.

“I think my sister and
uh…brother maybe home. But they won’t bother us. My brother is
leaving for football camp for two weeks.” Tristan cleared his
throat.

“He won’t come say
goodbye?”

Tristan pushed a button on his key to open
the two-car garage situated behind their house at the end of the
yard.

“Doubtful. We are very
different from each other. And uh, don’t get along all the time.”
He shrugged and cut the ignition. He opened the door and climbed
out.

I didn’t know whether to be sorry I asked or
just let it go. So, I got out and stood there while he tossed the
keys on one of the many wood shelves holding toolboxes and a
variety of computer parts. Things I supposed he used to install the
systems into the cars were neatly stacked on shelves lining the
walls.

I cleared my voice as he turned on some
music. “Where do you want me to start? I know how to check the boot
up processes and install the virus protection. Oh, and check the
disk space.”

He lifted a brown eyebrow. “Wow. Glad to hear
it. How many times have you done it?”

I smiled, trying not to seem totally
incompetent. “Never, but it looked easy.”

Tristan nodded, smiling back at me. “It is.
I’ll show you because that’s the first thing we have to do.” He
opened a lower cabinet. “To all of these laptops and tablets.”

The day was spent with Tristan walking me
through checking the various systems, installing software,
applications and researching online solutions to minor problems he
found with some of the computers. He’d be under the hood installing
one of his custom computer systems and call out something like a
screwdriver for me to hand to him. I noticed that he didn’t need
the information I’d researched, but he was making me go through the
practice of seeking the answers. While I did so, he fixed or
replaced the something on the devices.

At one point I realized someone was knocking
pretty insistently on the door.

“Did you hear that?” I asked
over the low playing music.

Tristan dropped the towel he was wiping his
hands on. “Yeah, I’ll get it.” Then he went to the small door on
the side of the large pleated garage door.

He cracked the door. A female’s voice argued
with him just over the music. “I don’t know!” he yelled. Tristan
closed the door and turned towards me. The expression on his face
reflected irritation.

“Is everything okay?” I
asked tentatively. I grabbed the bottle of water he’d given me
earlier, so thirsty I didn’t care that it was warm.

“I…yeah. One of my brother’s
many girlfriends wanting to know where he is.” Tristan raked his
hand through his close-cut curly hair. His eyebrows furrowed before
he pivoted away. He lifted a piece of cloth that was nailed to the
shelf to reveal a small black refrigerator hidden behind
it.

“Why do they ask you?” I
slammed the hood of the car closed and washed my hand in the small
sink in the corner. Then went around to sit in the driver’s seat to
turn on the computer. Touching several points on the screen, I
waited to get to the system diagnostic menu Tristan had created for
the system owner.

“Because they think I’ll
tell them something I don’t usually know. Besides, he’s gone for
two weeks. I’m used to all the girls he’d string along. They enjoy
bugging me at the garage when they can’t find him.” Tristan stood
and handed me a sandwich and a small bag of chips.

“Thanks.” I leaned against
the shelf and pushed the sandwich through the slit opening in the
plastic bag. “If he left, why didn’t he tell them he was going out
of town?” My stomach growled. I took a bite of the ham and salami
sandwich.

He smiled at me. “Sorry I didn’t feed you
earlier. I tend to work all day without eating. That’s why I put
these in here this morning before I came to get you. I didn’t want
to push you so hard you’d quit working the first day.”

“I wouldn’t do that. I like
working.” In my head I whispered, with you. Then I took another
bite of sandwich before I said something stupid.

“I know. You learn fast.”
Tristan chewed, then stared at me, appearing thoughtful. “You have
a boyfriend, Sorina?”

“No. Do you?” I
mumbled.

“No, I don’t like boys.” He
laughed. “You mean do I have a girlfriend? Then no. I
don’t.”

“How long since?” I grabbed
a chip. My eyes never left his as he walked closer, then stopped
within an inch of me to recline against the shelf.

“Over a year ago. I’d dated
her for two years. Since my sophomore year of high school. She’s
the only girl who really saw me – beyond my resemblance to my jock
star brother.”

I know my mouth slightly dropped. “I don’t
see why any girl wouldn’t notice you. You are…” I coughed. “Not
ugly.”

“Are you trying to tell me
you like the way I look?” Tristan lifted a forefinger to wipe
something off my face.

“You’re not bad on the eyes,
I meant.” I didn’t want to sound too attracted to him. But I know
my eyes didn’t lie.

“Well, I think you’re
gorgeous, beautiful inside and out. I’m lucky to have you trapped
in this dungeon with me.” He laughed.

I noticed it seemed nervous…like mine.

“Thank you.” There was no
way Tristan felt shy around me like I did with him.

“So, your last boyfriend was
when?”

I had to think hard on that. Considering, I
had many possible starts, only one boy lasted past the preverbal
week of texting and talking on the phone.

“It’s been about eight
months. It didn’t last too long though. Does three months of
talking on the phone, eating lunch together, and going to a few
movies count?”

“Yeah. But why’d he let you
go? If I…” Tristan cleared his throat. “So what
happened?”

I bit my lip to stave off the crazy sad
emotions that hit me. “My family started to have issues. Bad ones.
So he thought I was ignoring him, but I wasn’t trying to. I just
didn’t want him to see me like I was then.”

“You can tell me how you
were. We’re friends, right?” He tapped his hand on his water
bottle, waiting for my answer.

I decided to tell him. What did I have to
lose? He didn’t want me that way anyway. I smiled at him calling me
his friend, “Yes, I guess we are.”

“Then tell me, you know the
deep stuff, that friends share. What happened then to put that look
of trepidation in your eyes?”

I couldn’t believe he saw that in me. It was
something I’d tried to hide. I really didn’t want people to feel
sorry for me or my situation. Even though, the truth was, I
sometimes felt sorry for myself.

Clearing my throat, I replied, “My father
lost his job. Even more than that, he gambled away all our savings.
Then everything changed. We left our house. Everything we couldn’t
carry, we left there. My parents dropped off my younger brother at
my aunt’s and we’ve been living in different places until they
could find work.” I blinked hard, trying not to drop a single tear.
But it didn’t work. One stinky tear slipped. I quickly brushed it
away. His arm came to rest around my shoulders. The feeling of
comfort and warmth seeped from him into me, and I started to
relax.

“How’s things now? You seem
to have it all together.” His finger traced figure eights on my
upper arm, soothing me in a way.

“Okay. We’re surviving. My
mom got a good job. She’s stronger than I gave her credit for. When
my dad was taking care of our home and paying all the bills, he
wouldn’t let her work. It was his way I guess of keeping her
dependent on him and showing everyone he was able to support
us.”

“Old school guy, I guess. My
dad had thought like that.”

“I didn’t believe anything
was wrong with it – until the fairytale ended and reality smacked
us down. Truth was, I really disrespected her a lot then. I behaved
badly since, I felt she was week by catering to my father’s whims
and moods.”

“What about you—school and
stuff?” Tristan caressed my cheek and lifted my chin so my eyes met
his searching gaze.

“I wasn’t a popular girl at
school, but I had friends. I knew everyone. With everything that
was happening, I tried to make myself invisible. So…I stopped
talking to people. I was ashamed, I guess.”

“Don’t be. Don’t ever be.
It’s not your fault.”

“I know, but now I don’t
want to just be someone who expects to be taken care of. I am going
to help my mom come out of this and get my brother back. I have an
idea, but I don’t know if my mother will like it.” I knew she
wouldn’t.

Another knock sounded at the side door. Then
a voice. “Hey!”

Tristan removed his arm from mine, glanced at
his cellphone, then went to the door. “It’s the customer. I’ll deal
with him then get you home.”

I waited until Tristan finished talking with
the guy. He’d made several trips back and forth into the garage to
grab a cellphone and some tablets. After a while he backed the car
he’d picked me up in out of the garage. While he was finishing the
exchange, I cleaned up the garage, re-organizing the tools on the
shelves. I lined up the laptops, devices, and cellphones on the
cabinet he’d labeled ‘Working On’.

Lights outside the garage door came on. I
noticed it was dark now. We’d worked together so effortlessly I
didn’t realize the time.

Tristan drove another car into the garage. A
yellow Chevrolet Equinox. He got out of the car. “Climb in. I can
take you home now.”

At the same time, my stomach dropped, and I
was excited to get into his car. Unfortunately, I had no idea where
home was.







CHAPTER 5

I was so ready to leave the hotel room to be
with Tristan, I was basically hopping on my feet. My mom was
talking, but I didn’t hear a word she said. The clock was ticking
way too slowly. She was just complaining again. But I took her hand
and forced half the money I’d made working with Tristan into it.
Why did she fight me? You’d think she’d be happy I was helping. It
didn’t matter I guess. Always, the same questions.

“Honey, where are you
getting this much cash?” Mom’s worried, yet needy whine followed
her reluctant acceptance of the few hundred dollars I handed
her.

“It’s what I earned on my
job the last few days.” I tried not to roll my eyes at what I knew
she would ask next.

“Are you sure it’s legal?”
Her condensing raised eyebrow irritated me.

“I work on computers, iPads,
and other stuff, in a garage. Mom it’s legal.” I sighed.

She hugged me. “I’m just so sorry you have to
give me your money to provide a place for us to sleep. The cleaning
jobs are starting to pay better and get more frequent.”

“I can help you with those
too. When I get back from working around six, just tell me where to
meet you.”

“No. You’ve done enough. We
have to find a place more stable and near your aunt so you can go
to school with your brother.”

“Okay, but this place is
better than the others.” I sniffed; it didn’t even smell bad since
mom had added fragrant plug-ins to make the place seem homey. She
worked out some deal with the management. Mom agreed to clean the
units in exchange for us being able to stay there until the end of
the summer. Before she left to clean all the houses she’d gained
contracts with, she would clean the newly vacated rooms out at the
hotel. I wondered how she kept going on so little sleep.

“Save some of your money for
a cellphone. One of my employers is giving me one since I got
another contract to clean her medical office.”

I smiled at her. My heart burst with
happiness at the obvious pleasure on her face. Only thing was,
where would my mom find the time? Lately, she came to the room way
after me, and collapse into bed next to me. Now she even snored.
Probably out of sheer exhaustion.

“That’s great, Mom.” I
glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ve got to go. My ride will be
at the park soon.” Hugging her with a quick kiss goodbye, I raced
out the door and down the stairs. Tristan met me at the established
pick-up spot.

I didn’t stop jogging until I crossed the
parking lot and got to the corner. The light turned green. Then, I
ran to the park across the street. I was where Tristan started
picking me up last week. It was closer to his house and was safe
from some of the pimps and gangs in the area since police cars
roamed freely.

His car pulled up within a minute of me
sitting on the bench facing the street, near the bus stop that was
empty that day. It was the first time I’d worked with him on a
Sunday. We were working on a computer security system that had
given us some trouble. The owner was insistent he needed it on
Monday or he wouldn’t pay the entire charge.

The brakes on the car squeaked when Tristan
stopped. I waited, since he insisted on opening the door for me.
Tristan joked that his mother drilled into him that he had to
practice treating girls nicer than he did his sister.

“Hey, sorry I was late.”
Tristan opened the door.

I slid in and shrugged off my backpack. “It’s
okay, I was running late anyway.”

Tristan frowned. “Why? Is your mom okay? Did
something happen?”

I released a deep breath. This was why I
didn’t want to tell anyone of my family situation. They started
feeling sorry for me. Tristan tried not to seem like he did, but
when he gave me a little more money each day, I suspected that was
why.

“Uh, nothing. My mom just
was worried about what kind of job I had. But…” I needed to tell
him how I felt about this.

“I can meet her and let her
know this is legit.”

I shook my head. “No. It’ll be okay. But
Tristan. Don’t feel sorry for me. Or my family. Things happen, bad
or good. However, I’ve learned something about myself. I will
survive. Because, I won’t give up.”

Tristan nodded. “I know you will. I don’t
want you to think I pity you.” He touched my hand tentatively, and
captured my eyes with his, before he folded my fingers with his. “I
ask you these things because I care about you.” He leaned forward,
almost touching my lips. “A lot. And besides, friends – take care
of friends.”

I froze. My mouth watered, because I really
wanted him to kiss me. Forcing my eye closed, I hoped he had the
courage I didn’t to just do it.

Softly, his lips touched mine. I inhaled. He
deepened the kiss as his other hand came to rest on the back of my
neck. I whimpered from the burst of butterflies that tickled my
stomach.

Honk!

Tristan jumped. Pulling away, Tristan said in
shaky voice, “We better get go.”

I blinked as he hit the gas.

We didn’t speak on the short ride. I didn’t
trust my voice. Every part of me that felt alive wanted to touch
him, hug him, jump on him, and shower kisses all over his face. But
I wouldn’t. Why? Because of my true lack of courage to take what I
wanted, even with the threat of outright rejection from a guy who
held my heart in his hands like putty.

He parked in the garage and sighed before
facing me. “Sorry about kissing you. That’s not the way I want this
to go. I offered you a job because I needed help. Not because I
wanted more.” Tristan dragged his hand down his face. “Forgive
me?”

I gave him a sanguine smile. “No prob.” I
shrugged. “I get it, okay?” Then I climbed out of the car, because
I couldn’t bring myself to look at him without crying. I started
moving things around making sure my back was to him. What did he
think was so wrong about kissing me? I needed the comfort of his
friendship, but my heart wanted more. Didn’t he see that? Didn’t he
want that too? He just took that great moment and turned it to
snot.

Tristan walked around the vehicle to wrap his
arms around my waist from behind. “Make no mistake. I want you. So
bad it hurts, but…it’s not right to. Not after…” He slid closer to
me as he twisted me around to look at him.

Inside, a bubbling up of emotion reached out
for the tortured longing in his eyes. I’d loved him. Longer than
I’d realized. For the first time in my life, I’d fallen in love.
His deep brown eyes, and handsome face weren’t what drew me to him
anymore. It was his heart, his acceptance of me, no matter how I
looked or lived. Tristan was my friend, and he came along when I
really needed one.

“Tristan …” I gulped before
I could spill what was overflowing in me, an insistent noise
interrupted my admission.

A knock, more like banging cam at the door.
It burst open and a teenage girl, a bit older than me with long,
thick black hair, marched to Tristan. “You owe me!”

Tristan stepped back. “For what?”

The girl pointed her finger at his chest. Her
high cheekbones and brown eyes framed by black hair looked similar
to Tristan’s. “Covering your job of cleaning up after jock boy!”
She snatched a set of keys off the wall behind Tristan. “I’m taking
your car and sending his entourage of admirers to the garage
again.”

He sagged against the shelf. “Arrgh!”

“Who was that?” The words
slipped out before I could help myself. I didn’t want to seem nosey
but I could tell Tristan was agitated.

“My sister. She’s sick of my
brother’s trail of girlfriends the same as me.”

“Then why are you protecting
him? Why don’t you tell him to fix his own screw-ups?”

Tristan shook his head. “You don’t
understand. I’m the oldest. He almost died a few years ago.”

My jaw dropped. “Oh, I didn’t know. How?”

“It was my fault. We were in
the back woods, down the block a bit. My cousins were over our
house that day. Well, I got some fireworks, BB guns, and beer for
the four of us.”

I sat on the stool near the shelf near him
and listened.

“I put a firecracker in a
gas can. I wanted to show them I could make the metal ball I put in
the can fly up, over the trees.” He tapped his finger on the shelf;
it appeared to keep his thoughts from racing. “It didn’t go off
immediately. There was a delay. I was lighting up a cigarette and
told my brother to check on it. When he did, the can blew up in his
face.”

I reached for him, and without thought to my
shyness, I hugged him, squeezed him.

Tristan’s voice cracked. “I love him, but
he’s a prick sometimes.” He hugged me back then continued, “Always
been. He’s my brother, and I won’t screw him over again.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t…” I
barely got out the words before he released a tortured groan and
kissed me again. This time with a desperation I’d never felt. I
clung to him, because it was the first time in a long time that
someone close to me felt what I experienced everyday. Loneliness.
The desire to connect to someone—anyone—who cared for me, only
me.

“I shouldn’t…” He pushed me
away with a groan. “I’ve got to go. Can you start without me? I’ll
be back, okay?”

Every cell in my body felt alive. Satisfied
when he kissed me, but I had no words to answer as he pushed past
me and out the door. I understood his pain, even that he didn’t
want to use me just to feel better. But what I didn’t understand
was, if he wanted me, why wouldn’t he allow himself to have me?







CHAPTER 6

It was the first time I’d gone to the
amusement park in weeks. Tristan gave me the day off, because I’d
worked the weekend. In my opinion he was killing himself trying to
finish all the computer installs and security systems he’d
contracted to install in the local strip mall near his house. He
had even contracted to service two medical offices before school
started.

His drive and determination to succeed really
inspired me. Tristan didn’t realize how much his friendship and
constant encouragement meant to me. He’d told me all the time that
I made working fun and that usually any girl he’d share his
‘geek-life’ with usually became disinterested. I, however, was
fascinated with all the things I’d learned while working with
him.

Phoebe was supposed to meet me in the front
of the park. I was getting impatient. So, I stood there with my
hands in my jean pockets, fingering the money I had bought to treat
her to lunch.

“Hah!” Phoebe hopped up on
my back from behind. I stumbled and giggled as she jumped down
while tickling me. “Gotcha.”

I smirked. “Well you actually think I’m going
to…” I bent down, “let you get away with that!” I grabbed her by
her skinny knees. Then, I lifted her with my shoulder, as I spun
her around until we slipped. With a crash into the spongy bushes,
we giggled.

“You ready?” I brushed the
grass clippings off my dingy jeans.

“Yep. Where to?” Phoebe
gathered her loosened braids up into a high ponytail on her
head.

“Breakfast at the Coppin
House, the ritzy place in the back of the park.” I grinned at
her.

Phoebe’s jaw dropped. “I don’t have money for
that place. Nor do I know someone who works there who can give us a
discount.”

“I know.”

A flutter of confusion flooded her
features.

Phoebe narrowed her eyes and crossed arms.
“Where are you getting money to afford that place, Sorina?” She
stepped closer. “What is that guy making you do for it?”

I grinned. “Fix computers. That’s all.” I
grabbed her wrist. With a tug, I pulled her alongside me until she
started to relax. Then I released her.

“Sorry. That guy is just too
cute to be working on cars.” Phoebe nudged me with her elbow. “Are
you dating him?”

Holding my breath, I absently slicked down my
hair and retied my ponytail. “No.”

“Humph. That sounded like
you wanted it to be a yes. A big one.”

“I don’t know. Having a
boyfriend would be fun. I just don’t think I’m his type though.” We
walked slowly to the back of the park. There were tons of people
rushing back and forth. Mostly parents with kids. Some random group
of teens would pass by us, but I didn’t pay much attention since
Phoebe was chatting away. The smells from the varied shops
scattered between the rollercoasters and kiddy rides teased my
nose.

“I think you are crushing on
him. Isn’t he the boy who pretended to be your boyfriend in the
first place?”

“Yeah, but it was nothing.
I’ve been working with him for months and most all the time he’s
respectful. More like a good friend.” I bit my lip while flashbacks
of that hungry kiss played over in my mind.

“Judging from the look on
your face, it seems as though you’re holding the juicy goods
hostage and not telling me everything.” Phoebe jumped in front of
me with her arms open. “Spill it!”

“Well…he sorta kissed me.” I
gulped.

Phoebe eyes narrowed and she leaned in. “A
real kiss? Tongue and all or just a friendly peck?”

I sighed, glancing away from her inquisitive
eyes. “A really good one. And long too. Better than even my
boyfriend had ever dared to kiss me.”

Phoebe lips broke out in a grin. “Awesome!
He’ll be your boyfriend before the end of the summer.” She pivoted
around.

“He pushed me away and left
after it though.”

Phoebe stopped walking and turned back to me
with her hands on her hips. “Say what?”

“In the middle of the kiss –
he stopped like he was disgusted with himself. Or me. That was
weeks ago. Now he barely even looks at me. It’s like he feels
guilty about it.”

Her mouth made an O then she pursed her lips.
“Sounds to me like he has a girlfriend already.”

“I…” I shook my head not
wanting to believe it could be true.

“My grandma always said, ‘if
it walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck – it’s a darn duck’.
And it just seems like if he liked you, and you kissed him back,
there’s no possible thing that would’ve stopped him.”

“Well, I did get the
impression he was running from a girl when we first met.” I
shrugged, not liking where Phoebe was taking my thoughts. “Let’s
just forget about it, okay?”

Phoebe put her arm around me. “Sure. I’m not
trying to spoil this great day. The first day ever someone’s
treating me to lunch.”

On the way to lunch, I couldn’t shake what
Phoebe said. The thought that Tristan had a girlfriend literally
felt like a stab to my heart. But I forced out a smile, just to
keep her chatting about her other favorite subject besides boys –
clothes.

I opened the door and held it for her as I
threw out a quick reply, “I plan on getting some more clothes. I
just don’t know where I’m going to school this coming year.”

Phoebe tugged on my arm to guide me to a
booth that just opened up in the packed restaurant. She plopped and
her mouth opened like she was caught in the middle of a question,
then she sighed, “I thought you said things were settling down for
your mom and you?”

I shrugged. “Yeah, but I don’t really want to
go to school near the hotel where we’re staying. I was really
hoping my aunt would let us stay with her.” I leaned back when the
waitress came over. I waited till she put a basket of breadsticks
on the table. My fingers were twitching to dig into them.

Absently, Phoebe grabbed one and chewed
vigorously while talking. “You can always come stay with me. Or
just beg your aunt to give you a break and crash at her place.”

I slid piece of bread out the basket and
broke off a portion. “I tried. She told me that until my father
took over his responsibility, or my mom decided to divorce him,
she’s not helping any more than she is. My brother’s only five, so
she doesn’t think he would do well in our situation. My father
‘borrowed’ a large sum of money from her that he never paid back.
Then sold his mother’s jewelry that had been in the family for over
three generations. My aunt’s a bit bitter about the way he’d
treated his family in the past.”

Phoebe’s eyes narrowed. “She shouldn’t make
you and your mother suffer for your father’s mistakes. My aunt is a
grouchy old lady, but she’s taken in my family a time or two.”

“My aunt’s just mad. Even
though my father messed up, my mom didn’t help much since she
supported my father in everything – even when he made big mistakes.
My mom used to be her best friend – until my dad’s betrayal came
between them.”

“Oh, I get it now. So that’s
not going to fix itself until your dad fixes it.”

“Yeah.”

The waitress came to our table. She wore a
bright smile while she waited for our orders, and then sped away as
dishes crashed at a nearby table.

“Well, guess who’s got a new
boyfriend?” Phoebe coughed, barely holding back a secret
grin.

I pursed my lips. “I don’t know, I remember
my friend telling me that she was swearing off boys until Prince
Charming knocked on her door with a Porsche.”

“You do know me. Well, let’s
just say I had a change of heart. I’m going to make a frog into a
Prince. He is as hot as a Prince though. So,” she fanned herself,
“hot.”

I laughed, spitting out some of my bread.
“I’m happy for you. Where’d you meet him?”

“Here in the
park.”

“Wow, was he a
guest?”

“Nope, he works the front
gate. He’s a guard.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Isn’t he a bit old for
you?”

“I like them older, but he
just turned eighteen.” She grinned. “He’s in college.”

My eyes wandered around the restaurant, then
darted to a table with a crying child. The toddler’s bouncy brown
curls moved as he wailed. Phoebe’s voice trailed in the background
as my eyes landed on a couple that walked into the restaurant.

Tristan. Tristan with his arm around a
brown-skinned beauty laughing at something he said.

I would not look. It wasn’t my business.
Okay, I stared. My heart stopped the moment he bent and kissed her
lips. The embrace, though brief, was intimate. They slid into the
booth next to the now-quiet child.

Right there, my heart broke.

A hand grabbed mine. It jarred me enough to
snap out of my misery and I twisted back to face Phoebe. “What’s
wrong? Tell me?” She was insistent.

But the truth was, I couldn’t speak.

She leaned forward, concern in her eyes as a
lone tear escaped.

“I-I…” It was all I could
manage to get out.

The girl got up and left in the direction of
the bathroom. I don’t know how or why I did it but I got up. Before
I knew it, I was at Tristan’s table.

A glimmer of confusion passed his features,
and he said, “What?”

Hoarsely, I mumbled, “I didn’t know you had a
girlfriend. You bought her here—where we met?”

Tristan’s neck rocked back. Perturbed by my
words, he responded, “I don’t believe I belong to anyone. It’s a
free world, and if you don’t mind – I’m on a date.”

A fractured breath left my chest. I pivoted
and returned to my table where the food waited, along with a
frowning Phoebe.

I plopped down in my seat. I sniffled, trying
not to lose it in the restaurant. “I can’t stay here.”

“Okay.” Phoebe waved the
waitress over. “Can we get this to go? And give me the check now,
please.”

Everything was a blur. I put the money on the
table. My body felt like jelly as Phoebe rushed me out the
door.

I don’t know how I’d ended up in a room in
back of the gift shop she worked in. Sitting at a table, with my
unwrapped food in front of me.

“Eat.”

With shaking breath, I picked up my burger
and chewed, never tasting a bite.

“That snake. How could he do
that to you?” Phoebe’s anger was expressed between bites to her
sandwich.

“He said, he doesn’t belong
to anyone,” I mumbled. “I know we weren’t like that, but the way he
said it. It was like, I meant nothing.”

“What are you going to do
now?”

“I have to go back to work
for him. I need the money.” I tossed the food down in the box. I
couldn’t eat another bite. My stomach hurt.

“Can you act like nothing’s
happened?”

I released the breath I’d been holding. “I
have to. I will.”







CHAPTER 7

I was procrastinating.

The bus driver held the door open while
everyone got off. I just stood on the top step, contemplating.

“If you don’t get off now,
I’m closing the door, kid.”

I hopped down the steps and stood at the
corner. Taking several breaths, I tried to force out the fake
nonchalant persona I’d put on at school during the time when we had
to move out of our house.

My feet carried me by reflex to Tristan’s
house. I bypassed the front door and walked around the side of the
house towards the garage.

There he was.

Unlocking the side door to the garage and
looking around as if expecting someone. Probably me, since I was
two hours later than usual. I’d also ditched meeting him at our
designated spot, standing him up. He’d waited for me, apparently,
because the messages to the hotels we’d stayed at were an hour or
so after our meeting time. Not to mention, the cellphone I had was
turned off since the day I the park, and I hadn’t answered any of
his calls.

“Hey! Where you been?”
Tristan waved me over while he opened the main garage
door.

I forced a smile on my face. “Oh, running
late. I’m sorry.” I rushed past and went straight to the tool area.
I read the list of jobs that needed repairs on the dry erase board
to know what tools to put out for him.

“Is everything okay? I
missed you the last few days.”

“Fine, just some stuff at
home.”

Tristan studied me with his eyes, and his
shoulders dipped when he replied, “I already started on the van,
but can’t get the computer to connect to the cellphone app. You can
change the battery for me in the laptop over there.”

“Um,” I mumbled. Fighting
not to look at him, I went about working on the laptop.

“This week things are going
to slow down. I made some good money on the strip mall I that I
finished.” Tristan continued while working, “I want to take you out
to celebrate.”

My fingers stilled on the battery I was
securing. I didn’t know whether to be more hurt or just plain angry
at his offer.

“I’d rather not.” I cleared
my throat to hide the sob that almost slipped from my lips. “ I
just want to get as much work done as we can before school. Then
find a job I can work around my class schedule.” I know it came out
a bit harsh, but I breathed in deeply to calm down.

Tristan stopped tinkering with the television
monitor he was working on. The room was silent it seemed, except
for my breathing. I’d finished with the battery. I stayed bent over
since I didn’t have the strength to be near him and not cry.

His hand rested on my shoulder. Tristan
pulled with a subtle force to get me to stand. I did, but I
wouldn’t face him. He rested his hands on my hips, lightly. He’d
touched me like that now and then while we worked.

His breath was hot on my neck as he said, “I
still need you here. You’re the best friend and worker I could ever
ask for.”

I stiffened. His response was so different
than yesterday. A surge of anger bubbled up in my chest. “I thought
no one owned you. Well, you don’t own me, and I’m finding another
job as soon as school starts.”

“Don’t. Please.” He turned
me to face him.

Tristan’s eyebrows were dipped low. His jaw
was slack. A tentative question flashed in his eyes, and he lowered
his lips to mine.

The kiss Tristan gave me, called to me. I
couldn’t help kiss him back, I’d wanted to for so long. His arms
wrapped around me. It felt wonderful. Too good. The stupid love I
felt for him rushed through me, no matter how hard I tried to push
it down.

In that moment, the memory of his words hit
me in the face. I pushed him away. “You don’t get to do that!”

Tristan stumbled back. His hand was visibly
shaking. He raked a hand through his freshly cut shorter hair. “I’m
sorry, Sorina. But this is driving me crazy.” Tristan put his hands
in his pockets as if he was trying to stop himself from touching me
again.

“What is? Me?”

“Yeah, you. I’ve wanted you
for so long. Just for myself, but I didn’t want to push it since
you’ve had so much going on with your family.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. I was trying
to form some distance between the tumultuous desires running
through me. I wanted to beg him to kiss me again and to slap his
face.

“My family has nothing to do
with how I feel. I know them and have dealt with what’s going on
just fine. Besides, things are better now more than
before.”

Tristan genuinely appeared concerned.
“Really? What’s happened since I picked you up last month?”

I stepped back to lean on the car, just to
put distance between us. Even though he was breaking my heart, he
was still one of the only friends I had. He was good at compelling
me to open up about my family. It was a relief since I didn’t have
anyone else besides Phoebe to talk to.

“My father sent my mom a
large check. When he left, he took a job as a day laborer that
turned into a permanent opportunity working some charter boats for
this rich guy. The manager for the company was only interested in
single men since the work started that day and would require the
workers to ship out for a year.”

“That’s good. I’m happy for
you. But what does that mean for you and your mom?” Tristan
followed my lead, it seemed. He leaned on the shelf, furthering his
distance from me.

“We’re moving to an
apartment near my aunt. My mom got a promotion to head of maid
services at the hotel we were working at. Now with my father’s
weekly contribution, Mom said she’s saving that towards renting a
more permanent place.” Talking to him was relaxing me a bit. It
took my mind off of how much my heart ached, and the hunger I had
to repeat our recent kiss.

“Is your brother coming home
too?” Tristan braced his hands on the shelf behind him.

“Not till next year, my aunt
has a nanny that comes in to watch her kids and it helps my mom out
since she doesn’t have to pay for childcare. My brother will be
able to start full-time school next January, so my mom thought we
should let him stay there – even though I offered to shorten my
school day to watch him.”

“You were going to do that?
You’re amazing.” Tristan’s deep voice was heavy with a flavor of
respect.

“You’d do it for your
family, right?”

He sighed. “I would. But sometimes the price
you pay to make your family happy is too high, or unappreciated. My
brother tests my generosity. Even more so lately.”

I frowned, realizing he never spoke much
about his brother. “Weren’t you close at one time? That makes a
difference, you know.”

“We were very close until
that accident. After that, he seemed more reckless and angry with
me, I guess. The months of pain and recovery he suffered was my
fault, and he won’t let me forget it. As if I could.”

“Does he have scars?” I
realized I’d never seen his brother. It seemed as though whenever I
was there, his brother was never home.

“He was lucky. His face
totally healed, but he has a scar low on his neck that he keeps
covered with the style shirts he wears.” He exhaled. “I love him,
he’s like the other half of me, but we don’t get along at all
now.”

“Is that why he’s never
home?”

“Probably. That and he’s got
more girl groupies than any one guy deserves. He’s also a hopeful
for several football scholarships. My mom really needs that help to
get him through college.”

“What about you? Are you
going to college with him?” I used to dream of going to college,
but now that seemed impossible.

“Nah. I’m working on getting
investors for the shop I want to open, and take classes at the
Community College in business that I pay for myself. I’m not going
to become another problem for my mother. She doesn’t deserve it
after everything I’ve done.”

“What do you mean—your
brother’s accident?”

Tristan shook his head. “No. Before that, I
would’ve been considered the angry one of the family. I got in to
trouble for numerous things before the incident with my brother. My
mom had to deal with a lot of the anger I had at losing my dad. I
started stealing, smoking, hanging out with the wrong crowd. If it
weren’t for her, I’d probably be dead, or in jail.”

I frowned. “I would’ve never thought.”

“Most people wouldn’t who’ve
met me in the last two years. Getting beat up, almost going to
jail, and nearly killing your brother, smacks a person into growing
up.”

“What did you do to make
better choices?” I wanted to know so I could figure out why my
father was a grown man and never tried to make better
choices.

“I found a passion.
Something to keep me busy that made me want to do it more than the
other form of satisfaction or attention.”

“Is it hard? Do you ever
look back?”

“Yeah, it’s hard everyday. I
look back because it’s all around me. The same friends come by to
see if I’m trying to get back in the game. My brother, constantly
taunting me with all the girls he’s messing with. It used to be
something we’d done together.” Tristan sighed, “I’m just trying to
focus on keeping my eye on the prize. And the day when I know I’ve
earned back my mother’s trust – even my brother’s.”

My heart drummed at his words. He’d been
through so much. Maybe it was why he wasn’t interested in a
relationship with me.

“I’m sorry.” I reached out
to touch him.

Tristan grasped my hand, and tugged me to
him. “Don’t be. Things are so much better now that you’re here.”
His lips touched mine again.

This time I didn’t hold back. I wrapped my
arms around his neck as Tristan secured me closer. The tingling of
his embrace kept me there until he deepened the kiss, and gradually
removed his soft lips from mine.

I didn’t have the strength to look at him, so
I laid my head on his chest.

His phone rang.

I jumped out of my daze, as he eased
backwards.

Tristan frowned and tilted the phone away
from his face. “I have to take this call and get something from the
house. Do you mind clearing up so we can work on the next car?”

“Sure.” I watched him leave;
his shoulders were tense like he was aggravated. Once the door
shut, I went about cleaning.

Time ticked away while I finished. I started
on the next tablet computer that had to be customized. I’d finished
it and realized I couldn’t fix the next one on my own. I checked
the clock on my phone. Tristan had been gone over an hour.

Sighing, I headed for the door. The walk out
of the garage and on the scattered flat bricks was quiet. Then I
heard a giggle. More slurping and a soft moan floated just around
the bend, leading to the front of the house.

“Tristan, I love the way you
kiss me right there,” a female’s husky moan, then giggle, tickled
my ears.

“If you like that, then
you’ll love this,” responded a voice sounding distinctly like
Tristan’s when he kissed me.

I stopped short.

“Tristan, oh Tristan,” the
girl chanted.

My tongue stuck at the roof of my mouth as I
spied Tristan – my Tristan, kissing a blonde haired girl at the
foot of the stairs leading to the house.

My jaw slacked as tear after tear leaked from
my eyes. I couldn’t get my eyes unglued from the scene.

A door opened, and in slow motion it seemed
someone called my name. Over and over like a chant.

Air pounded my chest. I couldn’t breath as my
gaze traveled up to the person at the door. Tristan again? A
double? Two Tristans?

“No!” I stumbled back two
steps. Then I bolted. Ran. My heart pounded in my chest as I ran,
kept running.

There couldn’t be two of them. Twins?

A fool. I was such a fool. Stupid. Stupid.
Stupid.

“Wait! Stop! Sorina. Please
stop.” Feet pounded behind me. Whose? I didn’t know. For all I
knew, there was no one named Tristan.

“Leave…me…alone,” I shouted
through labored breaths.

“Listen to me!”

Strong hands grasped my shoulders, pushing me
forward, making me lurch into the grass at the neighborhood park. I
hadn’t even noticed where I’d run. Everything had been a blur. Then
his – Tristan’s – face appeared above me. His chest covered my
shoulder as he stared down at me.

“I’m Tristan. My brother,
Tatum is who you saw kissing that girl. It wasn’t me. He just –
sometimes, he thinks it’s funny to use my name when he meets a
girl.”

My heart thundered in my chest. I knew, just
knew he wasn’t telling me everything. “Why didn’t you tell me you
had a twin?” I narrowed my eyes. I tried to fight off the trembling
through my limbs.

“You met him the first day
at the park. It was him you spent the day with. ” Tristan
swallowed, his eyes glancing a way. “But I wanted you. I saw you
first and pointed you out to him.”

“You? I don’t get it. I was
a joke? Like that girl back there?” I tensed and pushed him off me.
Standing, on wobbly feet, I staggered.

He followed, eyeing me as if he expected me
to bolt again. “No. I don’t play those games any more. At least, I
didn’t mean to. That day, he had his girlfriend with him. Tatum
wanted to break it off with her. So he disappeared, leaving her
with me. We searched the entire park for him.”

“I see things clearly now.
Tatum saw you, but you were hugging her. I remember. I’m not
stupid. Even though you and your brother played me like a fool.” I
placed my hands on my hips. Exhaling, I clenched my teeth
together.

“No! She saw him with you,
and he was kissing you. She started to cry and then turned to me
and hugged me. One of my cousins drove her home.”

“But you were the one who
came back to see me after that, right? Even though, you knew Tatum
was kissing me – pretending to be you?”

“Yeah, and when I said my
name I thought you’d know you weren’t with Tatum, but I figured out
he’d given you my name instead. I didn’t want to make you angry or
ruin my chances to get to know you.”

“Get to know me? What
exactly is the game you two are playing? He gets to kiss me up –
then you are next?” I stepped back from him. “You still didn’t come
clean? Why not tell me later—before something like this happened?”
I sniffed wayward tears, and angrily wiped them away with the back
of my hand. “I thought you were my friend…I thought…” my mouth
couldn’t form into words the emotional tornado in my
chest.

“I was scared you really
wanted him. I wanted to give you a chance to get to know me. I
planned on telling you when I took you out to
celebrate.”

My heart was breaking. I felt so used. Raw.
“I don’t want anything to do with you or your brother. Leave me
alone.” I spun around, spotted a nearby bus stop and headed in that
direction.

Tristan grabbed my arm, and turned me around.
“I love you. Please give me a chance to make it up to you.”

I jerked my arm from him. “Love me? Not! I’ve
spent years watching my father tell my mother he loved her, yet
keep secrets from her that hurt us all. I will not repeat my
parents’ life. The guy for me will be honest with me – about
everything!”

“I will be.” His voice
croaked.

“You weren’t. And I don’t
have the strength to deal with you or your messed-up brother right
now. My life is hard enough. Just do me a favor and leave me
alone.”

With that, I turned and ran towards the bus.
The pounding of my feet against the cement assured me I’d put some
distance between us. Thankfully, the door flew open as soon as I
got there. So, I plopped in a seat, crossed my arms in front of me
to hold myself together. I just tried to hold it all in, so I
wouldn’t start sobbing like I wanted to.

Unable to help myself, I glanced out the
window, to see Tristan standing there, watching my bus pull
off.







CHAPTER 8

Thirty-two days, five hours, and twenty
minutes since that day.

My first weekend off from my new job, and I
decided to cover for my boss who wanted to spend the day at home
for his son’s birthday. The automotive store and garage didn’t open
till 7 a.m., but here I was setting up everything much earlier than
I had to.

My mom had bought a used car, which made life
easier. Since I only had classes in the morning, I was able to work
at the store in the afternoons and evenings. It allowed me to help
my mother pay rent in our new apartment. The place was two blocks
up from my aunt so I only had to take one bus to work.

I closed the safe and placed the money in the
register to start the day. Soon the mechanics would be unlocking
the garage for the first rush of oil changes and battery exchanges
that usually hit the place in the morning.

The phone rang, but I didn’t answer it. The
boss doesn’t do so until opening time. I slid my cellphone out my
pocket to glance at the time, then traced my finger over the last
text from Tristan. It was sent yesterday and was just a sad
face.

I never answered. Even though, he sent one
everyday. Sometimes just to say, “I miss you,” or “I’m so sorry”,
or “Can we talk?”

Every time his name and text showed up, it
was like I fell in love with him all over again.

That day I left I was so angry and hurt. The
worst possible joke fate could play on me was to let me fall in
love with someone and become the butt of a joke in the process. I
bet his brother and him had great laughs over how needy and
desperate I was. Now all I felt was sad and wanting. Like I’d
walked away from the last piece of cake I’d ever had and I was
starving. Even though, that cake was bad for me.

The bell rang. I looked up to see Phoebe. I’d
gotten her a job at the store a few weeks ago. She’d helped me so
much that first day I left Tristan. I’d see her and burst into
tears. Phoebe wouldn’t say a word; she would hug me and rock me.
For a while, I couldn’t even say his name, and Phoebe didn’t
either. When the park closed for the summer, I’d offered her as a
potential employee when the owner mentioned needing another hand. I
knew her having the job would be a great help to her. But the main
reason was, I needed a friend nearby. With going back to school, I
found that I had become invisible. I didn’t have the energy to
pursue new friendships that were superficial or based on how you
dressed or what car you drove.

I pressed the button that unlocked the door.
Phoebe burst in, smiling as always. “I had car trouble. Sorry I
didn’t pick you up today.” She rushed to the wall behind me to put
on her uniform apron.

“My mom dropped me off.” I
closed the register drawer. Then, I picked up the basket of
discarded merchandise to be placed back on the racks.

“Luckily my cutie showed up
to give my car a jump. I’ve got to get one of the guys to look it
over today.”

“Yeah, maybe my own car will
be the next thing I save up for.” I shrugged then walked over to
the door to flip the closed sign to open.

My hand froze.

It was him. Tristan standing in front of the
door.

I swallowed, and he opened the door, making
the sign slide from my fingers.

“Sorina.” His voice sounded
hungry, desperate, scared as his gaze traveled over my
face.

I stepped back, needing space. Breathing
slowly so I wouldn’t be able to control the urge I had to wrap my
arms around him.

“What…are you doing here?”
My eyes started to water.

“I uh, I owed you your last
paycheck.”

“Oh, I…” I had no words.
Nothing came out.

He bit his lip, and dug his fingers through
his longer, curlier hair. Then grasped my hand, placing a wad of
cash in it. “I’ll be back to pick you up when you get off.” Tristan
gave me a hesitant smile, then pivoted away.

I watched him walk down the sidewalk, to his
car. He didn’t turn back, but his shoulders were straight,
indicating he was fighting the urge to.

“Wow! That’s Tristan?”
Phoebe exclaimed behind me. “He’s gorgeous. Why’d you break up with
him again?”

I sighed, and closed the door. “I wasn’t his
girlfriend, but apparently he and his twin brother like to play
jokes on girls. They make you fall in love with them both by
pretending to be each other. Mean, cheap, trick.”

Phoebe shrugged. “If his brother is as fine
as he is, I can see how easy it would be to fall in love with both
of them.” Phoebe pulled me back from the door.

The store phone rang again, I marched over to
it and picked it up. “Hello, Joe’s Auto store and shop, can I help
you?”

“Yeah, this is Tatum Moore,
can I speak to a girl named Sorina?”

This had to be a joke. Was Tristan pretending
to be his brother?

Phoebe stared at me questioning. I placed my
hand over the receiver. “Phoebe, this guy says he’s Tatum Moore,
Tristan’s twin.”

Phoebe pursed her lips and grabbed the phone.
“Look, this is no joke, if you really are Tatum and your brother’s
name is Tristan ‘More-than-one-girl should handle’, then show up
here in eight hours when Tristan comes back and say what you’ve got
to say to Sorina. Until then, leave her alone.” With that Phoebe
hung up and turned to me with a grin.

“Why’d you do that?” I
crossed my arms in front of me.

“Closure. You need it.
Otherwise you’ll keep walking around here looking like someone
ripped your heart out.”

***

The day went by with a blur. I was so
thankful there were a lot of customers. It stopped me from thinking
about what would happen when Tristan and his brother showed it.
Every time the bell over the door rang, I jumped and forced myself
not to stop what I was doing and turn towards it.

This time was no different. I gave in and
pivoted towards the door while I placed my uniform apron on the
hook behind the register.

Phoebe said, “See you later.”

But I just stared. The guy walking through
the door wasn’t Tristan. I just knew it. In my heart. However, he
resembled him, but had a stockier build with shorter hair.

Tatum’s eyes narrowed. “Sorina?”

I frowned. “Yeah?”

“I’m Tatum, can we talk?”
His lips were firm, his eyes hard.

I shrugged. “Sure, outside, near the parking
lot.” I pushed past him, not waiting to see if he followed. Once I
got to row of cars, I turned, with my hands on my hips.

“Thanks for taking the time
to let me clear things up.” He put his hands in his jeans
pocket.

I spied his neck, just below the opening in
his shirt and noted the burn scar. Then I lifted my eyes to his
questioning gaze. “So, you and your brother play that trick often?
Try to see how long it takes the girl to realized she’s been
smooched by two different guys who happen to be twin brothers.”

He sighed. “No. It was me who was playing the
trick. I’m sorry. It cost me what little friendship I had left with
him.”

“I don’t understand how
that’s my problem.”

“It’s not. It’s my fault.
Just let me explain.” His eyes fluttered closed as though he was
trying to regain composure. “That day in the park, Tristan told me
there was this beautiful girl in line. He hardly did that – at
least in the last year. After all we’ve been through, he tried hard
to be the straight arrow guy. He wanted to focus on making
something of himself and sort of swore off girls for a
while.”

“So you wanted to make him
want me more, by turning the attention of someone he was interested
in –to you? I don’t understand how a brother could do
that.”

“It was low, but I wanted to
taunt him, show him what he was missing. I wanted him to take a
chance and go for something he wanted. To teach him that if he
missed the opportunity, someone else would snatch it.” He cleared
his voice and glanced away. “Also, at the same time, I wanted to
make my girlfriend break up with me.”

I lifted an eyebrow. “Telling her you wanted
it to be over would’ve worked better, I think.”

“I know now it would’ve, but
I never like telling the girl it’s over.”

“Why? Oh, because it takes a
real man to be able to do that. You and your brother are just
players, pretending to be grown up. Or pretending to be each other
while stomping on the hearts of the girls you play on?”

“Whoa! Don’t include Tristan
with my crap. This is me. I did it. I screwed things up. He went
back to the park when he’d worked up the courage to talk to you. He
told me then that he still wanted to pursue you.”

“Oh thanks.”

“No!” Tatum grasped my arm
as I twisted away.

I stared at his hand, and he removed it like
I’d burned him.

Clearing his throat, Tatum continued, “He
cared about you. He wanted to tell you everything sooner, but I
warned him not to. For once, he listened to me. And I’d screwed him
over again.”

“It doesn’t matter. Tristan
should’ve told me. Even after all that’s happened, I don’t know if
I can be friends with him. It hurts too bad, and I’m getting really
tired of being trampled on. I don’t want to be his, or your, fool
again.”

“I understand. Just, give
him a chance to show you how great a guy he is. And for what it’s
worth, my day with you was one of the best I’ve had in a long time.
My brother’s lucky to have you, if you’d give him a
chance.”

“Not happening. Handing my
heart over again to get trampled isn’t something I am ready to
do.”

“Well, my girlfriend is
getting ready to leave. I have to go, but if my brother shows up,
just talk to him.” His eyes pleaded with me. “Please.”

Tatum turned and got in the car waiting for
him.







CHAPTER 9

I sat on the bench in front of the store.
Thinking. Dreaming of Tristan. Calling myself all kinds of idiots
for even taking the time to talk to him. The fear of falling for
him all over again taunted me. Not to mention the possibility of
being dumped and laughed at by his brother for being suckered into
another one of their games was a real bummer. My heart still felt
so ripped, and the pain of that day, the weeks I spent crying over
my stupidity did me over.

Within a few minutes, the object of my sad
fantasies pulled up in a blue Taurus. He hopped out the driver’s
seat, gave me a cautious smile, and opened the door. “Thanks for
coming with me.”

I suppressed my smile. “No problem.” I
plopped on the leather seat.

He pulled the car out of the lot, without a
word.

While he drove, I stole glimpses of him. No
guy should be this gorgeous. I loved the longer, wavy hair; my
fingers itched to dig into it and pull him close for a kiss. His
friendship, and the warmth being with him gave me was an echo in my
thoughts. Something I missed, but was too afraid to consider the
consequences of gaining it – only to lose it again.

We came to a stoplight, and he glanced my
way. I returned his inspection with a roll of my eyes, while
crossing of my arms in front of me. No way was I letting him in. My
heart was shriveled up so I’d barely been able to let my dad back
in.

Just like Tristan, my father had started
contacting my mom every night. And each night, he’d begged her to
let him talk to me. I finally took the phone, but I barely had two
words for him. However, the times I did, I felt the relief and joy
in his voice. I’d have to say that my weak heart was even starting
to pulse again when my father called.

“Here we are,” Tristan’s
deep voice commented as he pulled alongside his home. Not to the
garage, but on the side of the house near the steps on the gravel
driveway.

I frowned. “I’m not trying to talk to your
brother again.”

His jaw dropped a bit and his eyebrow
creased. “Again?”

“Never mind. Why did you
bring me here?”

“So we can be alone. No
one’s home and I’d like to show you the inside of the house. I
should’ve done it before now, but we were always so busy. I didn’t
want to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“I don’t know about being
alone with you now.”

“I’ve never set out to hurt
you, Sorina. Please stop trying to hurt me. I just want to be able
to sit down and talk without interruption. If you want to leave, I
will take you home. I promise.”

“Fine.”

He nodded and got out the car, heading to my
door to open it. Instead, I opened it before he got there and
closed it.

“You could’ve let me do that
for you,” he said quietly, almost regretfully.

“I don’t need you to do
anything for me. I just want to get this talk over with so I can
have…closure.” Thanks to Phoebe I had a good word to toss at
him.

He led me up the cement stairs to the
good-sized porch decorated with various potted plants. There were a
mix of potted plants that sat on patio chairs. The blooms from
various colorful flowers were in glass vases that held the freshly
cut arrangements and sat at the foot of each chair. The floor of
the porch was cracked in many places, but the area smelled nice,
welcoming really.

“Do you want something to
drink?” Tristan peeked over his shoulder at me while he opened the
redwood door.

“No.” Then, I walked over
the threshold into the warm home. The entryway had an arched
ceiling and earth colored tiled floors.

Tristan turned towards me. “Can I take your
stuff?”

I lifted an eyebrow at him. My heart
fluttered at the slight desperation I captured in his on his face.
The kind you have when you see chocolate and you can’t have any.
The look of someone starved. I inhaled and stepped back, not able
to force myself to keep up the angry exterior. So, I handed him my
purse and jacket.

Our fingers brushed and static shock mingled
with the slight touch. I whimpered.

He licked his lips, as if forcing himself to
restrain the desire to kiss me. Tristan quickly pivoted away to the
closet door ahead of him to stuff our jackets inside.

“You can go to the family
room. It’s in the back and next to the kitchen. I’ll get us
something to drink.”

He walked ahead of me, his long legs eating
up the wood floors as I hurried behind him. The living and dining
rooms on either side of the hallway were well appointed with large,
comfy furniture that made you want to stop and fall down into the
many cushions.

The family room was huge, with multiple
couches of different colors. It worked well with the artful
pictures hanging on the wall and the flat screen TV that played
some classical music video with muted sound.

The hairs on my neck tickled me. Tristan’s
warm, minty breath caressed my ear as he reached around me.
“Lemonade. Your favorite.”

I swallowed and placed the drink to my lips.
Then, I headed a safe distance away from him to the chair nearest
the fireplace, just under the TV. I took another gulp prior to
lifting my eyes to his.

He’d followed me, and stood right in front of
my jeaned bent knees. Tristan almost acted as if he didn’t know
what to say.

“Thanks again for coming
over to hear me out.”

I nodded, afraid my voice would come out
needy. However, I wanted to hear what he needed to share with
me.

“I don’t know where to
begin.” He raked a hand through is wavy mess of a hair. “At the
beginning of the summer, things weren’t going to well between Tatum
and me.”

“You don’t say?” I
smirked.

“He’d tried everything to
get under my skin. To make me angry at him.” Tristan sat on the arm
of the couch next to my chair. He took the empty cup from my hand
that I’d been using as a shield. His eyes never left mine. Tristan
placed the cup on the floor. Hesitantly, he interlaced his fingers
with mine.

It felt heavenly, so much so, that I hadn’t
realized my fingers tightened the bond between our hands.

“The day in the park, he’d
been goading me about moving on after my last girlfriend. When I’d
been in trouble with the law, I’d focused on getting myself
straight, not on landing a date or a hookup. I didn’t want to play
the games Tatum and I used to play on the girls he
liked.”

“So you and he played the
twin switch-a-roo tons of times?” I exhaled loudly, “just for
fun?”

He sighed, bit his bottom lip. “I hate to
admit it, but yeah. We did.”

“I guess I was just another
joke, right?”

Tristan shook his head. “Never. Not to me.
The moment I saw you, I wanted to be with you. I didn’t say a word
about you to Tatum initially, but he knew the look. He saw me
staring you down, and he switched the tables on me.”

“You were in no way involved
in what Tatum did with me that day. Tatum told me it was his idea.
A joke he played on you.”

Tristan tightened his lips into a thin line,
then cleared his throat. “You were never a game or a joke to me.
But when I saw Tatum kissing you…I wanted to punch him out where he
stood. Not only that, but his girlfriend—she’d been friends with us
since middle school. She loved Tatum, even with his cheating.
However, he’d just ripped her heart out for the last time, then
left me standing there to pick up the pieces.”

“Wow, he’s a real charmer.”
The scene played out in my mind and I felt horrible for Tatum’s
cast-off girlfriend. Tristan’s brother was trouble.

“Yeah, well, the bastard
didn’t care about her or me. I wonder if he’ll ever be able to care
about anyone. But he’s not my issue any more. The only thing I want
more than anything now is to win you back.”

I sighed and extracted my hand from his.
“Back to what? I wasn’t anything special to you. We weren’t
boyfriend and girlfriend. I just worked in your shop fixing and
building computers for all that time and all you did was play a
personal tug of war with me. I considered you a friend.”

“I was afraid to come clean
and tell you how I felt. I knew that meant, telling you everything.
With doing that, I’d thought I had a big chance of losing you. I
wasn’t ready for that yet.”

“I don’t know how I would’ve
reacted. I just knew I cared about you.”

Before I could stop him, he leaned forward
and kissed me. The hungry kiss of a person who was so wanting they
couldn’t help themselves. And I kissed him back with all that I
had. Nothing in me had been strong enough to push him away. He
lifted me out my chair and into his arms. Tristan deepened his
kiss, and held me so close I felt every breath. His and mine had
become one. Slowly and almost regretfully, I felt his lips pull
away. My fingers squeezed his shirt, reflectively, fighting for him
to stay.

I moved my head from side to side, dazed, as
I opened my eyes to his staring at me.

“I love you. You were always
more than a friend to me.” His hoarse confession came out like a
plea.

It was on the tip of my tongue to admit my
love too. But I couldn’t let this go any further.

“You crushed me. My heart
still feels ripped out. I-I can’t do this. I can’t make another
mistake when I’m finally learning to stand on my own two feet. I’m
beginning to trust in myself again. Do you know how many nights I
cried because I lost you? Do you know how hard it was for me
searching out a new job when working with you was my first? And I
lived—breathed—to be alongside you everyday?”

“I’m sorry, so sorry. I want
to prove to you this could work. That you are the only one I want –
no games. Just me.”

“I want to believe you, but
I’m just not ready to take the risk. I’ve got too much at stake. My
own self-dignity. Me, being able to rebuild my life on my own.” I
stood and stumbled toward the door. I had to get out. Get away from
him before I begged him to be mine.

My hands groped around in the dark closet for
my jacket and purse.

Tristan’s hands came to rest on my waist, his
chin on my shoulder. “Give me a chance to be your friend again.
I’ll take anything. Any time you’ll give me.”

I nodded, not wanting to hurt him, or deny
myself of his presence in my life again.







CHAPTER 10

Friends. I really didn’t have many at my
school. It worked for me though, because in just six months, school
will be done. Then, I will graduate. I thought that returning to
the school I’d gone to since 9th grade would allow me to step into
the life I had before. Boy was I mistaken. It was actually worse,
in so many ways. It made me take a hard look at the ‘fake’ reality
I’d lived. The friends I thought really cared about me, rolled
their eyes at me now. The boys I’d dated, barely nodded a hello in
my direction. The only constant had been my teachers; they were
still impressed by my grades – even more so now that it seemed the
entire school knew my family’s drama.

It had bothered me at first. I’d had a good
cry about it. Then I’d started thinking about Tristan and feeling
sorry for myself all over for being made to feel like a stupid,
desperate girl. Pathetic I know, but I got over it and vowed not to
be so gullible ever again.

After that night of tears, yelling at myself
in the mirror to suck it up, I’d attended school and just ignored
the whispers, the snickers and everyone. I showed up, did my work,
and left.

Lucky for me, I was able to get out of my one
and only class early today. Thanks to me begging my mom to write me
a note for an excuse. I convinced my mother, by telling her I could
go to the Community College to apply for classes and ask about
financial aid. I’d already talked to the counselor and went home to
change.

The walk from my house to the bus stop wasn’t
too bad this afternoon. It was the same street I took to get to
school.

Walking to school sometimes could be a hassle
since I had to run to catch to the city bus in everyday to get to
work on time.

I was practically running as the bus drove
up, stopped for a brief second and drove off.

“Dang!” the bus driver knew
I caught this bus everyday. He had to see me running. I sighed, and
gazed down at my feet. There was no reason to hurry now. I would be
late for work.

I pulled my hat down over my ears, squinting
at the car sitting at the bus stop. It couldn’t be. Shouldn’t
be.

But it was – Tristan’s car.

I slowed my walk a bit, trying to get myself
in the zone to keep up the distance between us. My cellphone
vibrated.

I pulled it from my pocket.

Need a ride? His text seduced me into
thoughts of him, the last kiss. It broke my heart when I hadn’t
gotten a text from him in a few weeks. I knew I asked for some
space. Heck, even deserved some. But deep inside, I wanted him
then—still, even now.

I glanced up at his car, which inched closer.
He parked, rolled down his window, and smiled.

“Hey,” I said, my voice
coming out barely above a whisper.

“Hi. I can drop you off at
work if you want.” Tristan got out.

I nodded, unable to say a word as I’d just
been daydreaming about him.

Tristan rushed to my side to open the door.
It happened so fast I just stood there with my mouth open.

“Sure.” I slid into the warm
interior. Patiently, I waited for him to get back in.

Tristan got comfortable in the driver’s seat,
buckled in, and grasped my hand. “You’re freezing. You want to
borrow my gloves?”

I swallowed, my heart beat rapidly in my
chest at his sincere words of concern. “That’ll be nice. I don’t
have any. It’s the last thing I thought to buy for myself.” I
babbled on, just wanting to say something but not able to control
my words.

Tristan started the car. He never released my
hand, but teased my palm with his thumb. It drove me crazy and sent
tingles up my arm.

I’d missed him, his way of just letting me
talk, or say nothing at all. We’d done that a lot when I’d worked
with him in the shop. My fingers squeezed his hands tighter,
wanting the warmth of them.

I trained my eyes on the window. “Don’t you
have school?” For him to know where I took the bus and where I was
that morning, he must’ve asked Phoebe – the traitor.

“No, I’m taking my English
in an online class. School and me don’t get along, so I’ll be
finished in two weeks. No graduation, but I get my
diploma.”

Tristan lifted my hand to his lips and kissed
it softly. It gave me tingles.

“Why not? I thought you were
doing well and had a lot of friends there,” Tristan
asked.

At least that’s what I’d assumed. Tristan
never really talked much about school when I worked with him.

“That’s Tatum’s domain. He’s
the ‘star’ guy there. Remember, up until two years ago, me and the
vice principal were on a first name basis. He didn’t understand me
and I hated him.”

“Yeah, so what are you going
to do when you get your diploma?” I still didn’t’ know what will
happen to me when I graduate, he may not either. My hope was that
I’d get approved for financial aid, but if I didn’t, I couldn’t
afford college.

“Technical training school,
I start in January and it runs for one year. It’s called Year-To
Get-Up. They pay you to go, train you, and help you network. It’s a
free program my counselor told me about. You have to test into the
program. After that, I’ll go to work. I plan to keep my side
business fixing and refurbishing computers.” He turned the wheel
and released my hand.

Regretfully, I placed my hands in his offered
gloves on the seat, wishing I had a good reason to allow him to
hold them again.

“That sounds like a better
plan than I have.”

“What you got so
far?”

I shrugged. “Nothing different really. Just
graduate, get full time hours at the store, and start Community
College – if I get the money for it. I’d thought about signing up
for the military, but my mom had a fit.”

“I’m glad you didn’t stick
with that idea. That would mean you’d leave.”

“So you’d miss me?” I
flirted. I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help myself.

“I already do – and you’re
still in the same city.” He pulled the car in front of my job,
parked in the front row and turned towards me – catching me staring
at him.

“Well…thanks for the ride,”
I mumbled and reached for the door.

Tristan grasped my wrist, staying me. “I’d
really like to kiss you.”

I cleared my throat. “We’re just friends,
remember? It can’t be any other way.”

“I won’t hurt you like that
again. I swear.” He sighed. “But I understand. Can I pick you
up?”

I was glad he gave me a reprieve from my
insatiable desire to have his lips touch mine.

“Yeah, please.” I rushed out
of the car, afraid to look back, because I’d probably give in to
his request.

***

The hours dragged by at work until finally,
Phoebe came in. She cornered me in the back of the store where I
was restocking the shelves with new air fresheners.

“So, did someone pick you up
today?” She grinned and rubbed her hands together.

I narrowed my eyes at my best friend,
meddling cupid wannabe. “Maybe. I wouldn’t know, I caught the bus.”
That’ll teach her.

Phoebe had the nerve to look disappointed.
“You what? How? You’re always late for that stupid bus, especially
on Mondays.” She crossed her arms.

Pointing at her, I said, “I know you tried to
set me up by telling Tristan to meet me.”

She didn’t even have the ability to play it
off, Phoebe just grinned at me. “So. He’s nice. And you’ve been
pitiful the last few weeks.”

I shook my head. “He and his brother played
the twin switch game on me. That’s not nice!” Why do I have to
remind her of these things? She usually was so hard-nosed about
people.

“Not any more. His brother
told me.” Phoebe took her time pulling a piece of gum from her
pocket and stuffing it in her mouth.

I stood up. “You talked to Tatum? Stay away
from him. He’s a dog, man-wolf in sheep’s clothing.”

Phoebe tsked me. “I know girl, but dahng!
He’s a looker. I think he’s the hotter twin. Definitely, the hot
one. But I’ve got a man, and pretty boys aren’t my type.”

“Mine either.” I placed my
hand on my hip. “I’m trying to keep my distance. You know - get
‘closure’ like you told me to do.”

“I, uh, may have been too
hard on him. Them.” Phoebe shrugged. “Besides, it’s not like you’re
dating anyone else. Gosh, or even have any more friends besides
me.”

I smacked my teeth. “So now I’m desperate for
a friend. And to make me feel better you’re throwing Tristan – the
two-faced twin liar – at me?”

“Oh c’mon, haven’t you ever
needed forgiveness? I’m not telling you to give a habitual cheater
and liar a chance. He’s just a guy who made a mistake. Stop being
so hard on him.”

“What? Me. I’m the problem?”
I pointed at myself, frowning at her. “I did nothing but give him
honesty from the start.”

Phoebe came closer. “Really? So did you tell
him when you first met that you were homeless?”

I gulped. “That’s not something you blurt out
to a guy.”

“Uh-ha! Did you tell him
that you have daddy issues?”

I shook my head. “I don’t have daddy
issues.”

Phoebe lifted an eyebrow at me and leaned in.
“You do. Tristan’s not your daddy. He’s not going to lie to you and
treat you like crap because of his mistakes. Your father is not
Tristan. Now if you said you were dating Tatum, I’d be ready to
scream to the rafters that he’s a dog-hog. But Tristan’s the sweet
one.”

I sighed. “Well, thank you for the advice.
And meddling.”

She smiled. “So what happened?”

“You are so nosey. I’m not
telling.” I placed the last of the items on the shelves as Phoebe
made kissing noises near my ear.

“You kissed him?”

I twisted around. “No.” I snatched up the box
to flatten it.

“He kissed you?”

I shook my head. “He asked if he could. I
said no.”

The manager called Phoebe’s name.

“Next time – do it!” Phoebe
hugged me, and ran off.

The sad thing was, I wanted to. I really
wanted to.







CHAPTER 11

The weekend was boring, especially when I
didn’t have to work. My English class wasn’t really a challenge, so
I didn’t even have homework to entertain myself.

Our apartment was quiet, except for the TV.
Which, I wasn’t even watching. I twisted around and tried to get
comfortable on the rented couch my mom got when we moved into our
one bedroom apartment. She was at work, on her third job now. How
she did it, I’ll never know. She insisted on saving the income from
her two additional jobs in order to put us in a two-bedroom
apartment or townhouse so I wouldn’t have to sleep on the couch any
more. But I didn’t care about that, the couch was comfortable and
the place smelled nicer than any of the other places we’ve lived in
the last year.

I called my baby brother to see if he wanted
to come over and hang out with me. The litter booger turned me down
since my aunt was taking him to the movies.

So there I lay on the fluffy couch playing
with my phone. Constantly flipping to Tristan’s number.

He hadn’t called since he dropped me off
after work that day. I told him that maybe I still needed more
space. I thought doing so would get him out my system. It
didn’t.

Tristan got the message pretty clear that I
didn’t want to talk to him. But he texted me. Only ever that,
nowadays.

The issue wasn’t that he’d tricked me anymore
– it was more about me being scared. So scared to hurt as bad as I
did when I found out about what they did. It was like I had gotten
burned and had some type of phobia about even standing near
fire.

I groaned, pushed my hand through my hair and
said, “He is sorry. Tristan has shown me a hundred ways, he’s
sorry.” But I wondered if I could admit to him that I was too.

Every now and then Phoebe bugged me about
where I stood with him. After a while, she didn’t bother. Phoebe’s
schedule got changed and now I hardly saw her at all. She’d texted
me or called now and again, but we stayed to the safe subjects,
like books we’ve read or what we planned on doing after
graduation.

Tracing my finger over his number, I sighed,
wondering why he hadn’t texted me in a few days. Or why he didn’t
call or show up. I guess that’s the one boundary he wouldn’t push
unless I gave permission. Although he hadn’t picked me up, he’d
sent a cab driver friend to give me a ride every day for the last
few weeks. I appreciated it so much since it got colder that
winter. I’d offered to pay the cab lady, but she told me Tristan
already paid by installing her car security system for free.

The last day Tristan drove me home, he didn’t
even try touching me.

Now I craved it.

“I can call him,” I mumbled
to myself. My finger pressed his number. I hoped he wasn’t out on a
date or pursuing someone new. That would be what I deserved for
pushing him away so long.

I disconnected the call.

He wouldn’t have answered anyway. Stupid.

My phone rang. It was him. Tristan.

I blinked, trying to stop my watering eyes
from releasing the tears of elation I barely held back. I waited
two additional rings and picked up.

“Hello?” My voice came out
gravelly, like I’d just woken up.

“Hey? You called me—what’s
up?” Tristan’s deep voice came out in a rush. Like he’d been
running.

“Nothing. I uh, just wanted
to talk. But I thought you might be busy since it’s the weekend, so
I hung up.” Gosh, why did I sound so jumpy? I took some deep
breaths to calm my racing heart. Just hearing his voice made me
nervous.

“So you’re not working
today?” Tristan cleared his throat.

Part of me wondered why he didn’t answer my
question, but I shouldn’t care. I’m not his girlfriend or anything.
Besides, I’m happy he’s acting like we were old friends and not
cornering me with questions or accusations that I deserved.

“No, I’m free for the
weekend. I gave Phoebe my hours so she could be off next weekend to
go with her boyfriend’s family to their vacation home.”

“I could pick you up. That
is, if you want to hang out.”

I checked my pockets. They were empty since I
gave my mom my extra change she needed for her waitress job.

“I don’t have any money, but
you could come over if you want. I got a scary movie from Redbox.
If you can stand it.”

He laughed, rich and deep.

My heart melted.

“Bet. I’ll bring food.”
Tristan sounded happy. His voiced cracked a little and I thought
just maybe he was feeling kind of excited about our ‘date’
too.

“Thanks. I’ll text you the
address.”

“Okay. It’s a date.” Tristan
hung up.

“A date,” I said out loud. I
jumped up from the couch. Doing a dance, I yelled, “A date. A date.
It’s a date!”

I know it was goofy but hey, he was the first
real date I’d had in a long time. So, I dashed around the house to
clean up. I sent him the address with a smiley face – yep, I did.
Then, I texted my mom to tell her that Tristan was coming over.

She responded that it was okay.

***

It had only been twenty minutes, and there
was already a knock on the door. After glancing down at my jeans,
and blouse, I quickly pulled out my strawberry lip-gloss and rubbed
it on my lips.

Not that I was planning on kissing him, but I
wanted to be prepared. Flicking my wavy curls back from my face, I
headed to the door, took a deep breath and opened it.

There stood Tristan, holding a brown bag, and
wearing a crooked smile. “Chinese food okay?”

I swallowed, just taking in his handsome
appearance. A leather jacket with his school’s football team’s
emblem on it, slightly baggy jeans that hugged his hips, and a
form-fitting white t-shirt, made me want to faint.

“Uh, yeah.” I moved back.
“Come in.”

He sauntered past me and his eyes darted
around. He walked to the coffee table to set down the food. After
talking to my mom I’d placed some paper plates and cups there.

“So what’s the movie you’ve
got, that spooked you enough to call me?” He sat and unpacked the
food. Opening the tops of the white cartons, he sat on the couch. I
hadn’t had fast food in forever, since we rarely had the money for
it. If I didn’t fix a sandwich or lunch, I didn’t eat.

I sat next to him, giving him room for his
slightly spread legs.

“A zombie, vampire sci-fi
movie. My mom wouldn’t watch it with me.” I laughed. “I’d bought it
for me and Phoebe to watch but she ditched me for her
boyfriend.”

He slanted his gaze towards me. “She’s still
with the same guy? I’d heard her talking to Tatum lately.” Tristan
shrugged.

I smacked my teeth. “Your brother better not
be seducing my friend away from her very reliable and loveable
boyfriend. I like him a lot.”

“Don’t worry. Tatum usually
is angry whenever he gets off the phone with her. For some reason,
it just makes him call her back for some stupid issue or another.
It’s like he calls her and asks her advice about dating.” Tristan
laughed. “He has a new girlfriend anyway.” Tristan leaned back
against the couch.

I picked up the remote and started the
movie.

“Your brother always has a
new girlfriend. How long does he keep them?” I sniffed the sweet
and spicy flavor of the dish he served me. I picked up a piece of
chicken to pop in my mouth.

“That he does. But he only
holds onto them for about a month. I don't think he's ever lasted
longer than that.” Tristan leaned up and forked some food in his
mouth. “Not even as friends, since he claims the girls always want
more.”

Butterflies tickled my stomach, as I realized
I wanted to do something drastic to get him to touch me again. To
notice me like he did before.

“Do you want to taste mine?”
I watched his reaction. Confusion, then surprise fluttered over his
features.

“If you taste mine first.”
Tristan stabbed a piece of his steak and veggie dish. He teased his
fork toward me. “It’s real hot, so you want to have your drink
ready. I don’t want to have to do the Heimlich maneuver on you if
you choke,” he chuckled.

I opened my mouth, my eyes never leaving his,
as he placed the fork on my tongue. I closed my mouth over the
morsel and chewed. Burning heat scorched my throat, my eyes
watered, and I coughed. Repeatedly.

He patted my back and handed me some
soda.

“Hot!” I choked.

“Told ya.” Tristan’s voice
came out hoarse. His hand rubbed my back. Its warmth slid up to
push my thick hair from my face. Then he moved away.

I recovered after several gulps of pineapple
soda.

Not willing to let him give up on me, I
added, “Mine isn’t that bad.” I picked up a piece of the battered
chicken, covered in a thick sweet and spice sauce, and waved it at
him.

Tristan grasped my wrist. He guided the piece
of meat with my fingers and all into his mouth. I saw a dare in his
eyes, and a craving that resided in my heart.

I opened my mouth slightly. He sucked the
remnants of the sauce from my thumb, then my finger, before he
released my hand.

The girl on the movie screamed. I jumped.
Tristan’s arm came around me. He pulled me back into the warmth of
his chest and jacket. Sighing, I laid my head on his chest while
watching the zombie attack on screen.

We sat there in silence, periodically feeding
each other with our fingers while the movie played.

“That wasn’t too scary.”
Tristan untangled from me and started putting the trash in the
bags.

I stretched. “No, not that bad. I still
didn’t want to watch it alone.”

“You didn’t want to call
anyone else?” He placed the bag on the floor and sat back
down.

I moved closer. Then slid my arms around him.
“Nope. Only you, although, my brother ditched me first.”

“Glad he did.” Tristan’s
hand teased up my arm, then tugged me closer. I could hear his
rapid heartbeat.

“You want to know
something?”

“Yeah, anything.”

“I’m ecstatic he did. The
little stinker.”

Tristan tensed a bit. “Is that the only
reason you called?”

Oh, he just had to push me there. Make me go
on and admit to him how I felt. “No. I missed you. I…I know I told
you how angry I was. That I’d wanted closure. But the truth was, I
wanted to stay mad at you.”

Tristan rested his head lightly on top of
mine. “Are you still?”

“I can’t be. You’ve shown me
time and again how sorry you were. Even your stupid brother
apologized. I’m just…I was just being mean and punishing you for
the things my father did to disappoint me.”

“I’m glad you got the
message that I never wanted to hurt you.” He sighed. “Where do you
want this to go now?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

I tilted my chin so I could look at him. “If
you have a girlfriend. If you’re still into me. And if…”

“No, I don’t have a
girlfriend. I’m not even dating.”

I gulped, searching his expression. He gave
nothing away. Not a flinch, a blink, nothing.

“Do you still love me?” I
said, hoarsely.

“The question should be, do
you love me?” Tristan’s hand on my shoulder stilled.

With one final swallow of courage, I took a
leap and put it out there.

“Yes, I love you Tristan. I
loved you then, and through all these months, I loved you. But I
didn’t act like it. And…I’m sorry.”

“No sorries. I forgive you.”
Tristan leaned down and kissed me.

I held onto his jacket desperately, thirsty
to be with to him again. Tristan tugged me closer, pulling me to
straddle his hips with my jean-clad legs.

He pushed me away slightly, and stared at me.
I’d swear his eyes were watering.

“I love you, Tristan.” I
kissed him again. I never wanted to hurt him like I had again
-ever. I pressed my lips against his once more. His lips soft and
subtle under mine. Then I pulled away, and grinned at him. “Do you
need a new employee? I’m good at changing hard-drives, installing
software, and wiping cellphones.”

“God, I love you so much it
hurts, Sorina.” He laughed. “You’re hired.” Tristan buried his
hands in my hair.

I squealed.

“One more question.” Tristan
tilted my chin down, so we were eye-to-eye. He searched my face,
contemplatively. Then he whispered, “Would you be my
girlfriend.”







CHAPTER 12

The drive from my house to Tristan’s wasn’t
far. My dad was dropping me off. This was the first time in such a
long while I heard a smile in his voice. Since he returned from his
long distance job, he’d been promoted to run the company’s office
from our location.

“So, sweetpea, do you like
your new room?” my father asked, in this newly hopeful voice. He
used it whenever he spoke to me since the big family shake-up over
a year ago.

“Yeah, but how do you like
your new car?” I grinned at him. My mother and I surprised him with
the car when he returned. A quarter of the savings she and I had
put away helped to pay off the car. We’d picked him up from the
airport in it.

His dark eyebrows lifted; his eyes slightly
watered. “There are no words to describe how I feel about this car.
About you and your mother doing this for me when I didn’t deserve
it.”

I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “You
deserve it, Daddy. None of us will ever be perfect, but we can keep
trying to be there for each other. I’m sorry I took so long to tell
you how I felt about everything.”

“I’m sorry I put us in this
situation. But your mother is an amazing woman, and you, sweetpea,
will grow to be like her.”

“Thank you, Daddy. I guess
Manuel will come around soon.”

My father shrugged. “He’s starting to want to
be with me again – with his family. Your aunt spoiled him too much.
But he agreed to move back into the house this summer since he’s
helping me decorate his room.”

“Awesome!” I patted my
father’s shoulder. “That’s the house right there.”

My father stopped the car at the stop sign.
Then he pulled into the open space on the sidewalk in front of
Tristan’s house. “Are this boy’s parent’s home?”

I laughed. “Yeah, daddy. We’re going out to
the movies anyway. Then he’s dropping me off at home. You can drill
him then.”

My father kissed my cheek. “Okay, call if you
need me.”

I hopped out of the car and headed up the
steps. My heart thundered in my chest at seeing Tristan again. It
had been an entire week since we both had final exams. College
classes required a lot of our time. We hadn't had time to talk on
the phone. There was only time to send texts here and there, since
we didn’t want to disturb each other’s study time.

Before I had a chance to knock on the door,
Tristan whipped the door open and grabbed me, pulling me into a
hungry kiss. He set me down, and smiled. “I needed that. So bad,
you'll never know. One week without kissing you is like forcing
myself on a starvation diet."

I swatted his arm. “You are way too
dramatic."

"So you say. Hey, let's go to the family
room."

I followed him to the back of the house,
taking a moment to sniff the floral scent around me. In the family
room the television was on to some soccer game, Tristan's favorite
sport. He came over and grasped my hand, pulling me behind him.
Tristan sat back in the cushy big chair across from the television
and slid me onto his lap.

"Graduation is around the corner." Tristan’s
deep voice tickled my ear.

"Yeah, then I start at the four-year college.
I got a scholarship, so I'm taking a summer class while working at
the store. I can only work for you on the weekends."

Tristan traced his thumb down my face and
moved a wayward curl from my cheek. “We'll be up there together.
I'm taking a class too. The University has a program I'm trying to
qualify for next semester. The mentorship program I’m in is letting
me defer my full time job start date until I finish the
certification program. You can ride with me."

"Thanks." I kissed him. He had to have the
fullest lips of any guy I knew.

"Uh, I have a confession to make. I don't
want you to be angry with me so if you don't want to do this, just
let me know." Tristan's eyes darted around the room.

I frowned a bit. "Confession?"

"Yeah. I invited Tatum and his girl to double
date with us."

I inhaled. "You didn't! Tristan. I don't want
to be caught up in Tatum's player drama. If we hang out with the
girl whose heart he's going to break, I won't be able to stomach
talking to her afterwards."

"I don't think that’ll be a problem." He
lifted an eyebrow.

"Why? Tatum ditches every girlfriend after
what...two weeks, or when he nails the goods." I leaned over to
rest my arm on Tristan's shoulder.

"This one's a keeper. They've been talking to
each for a record number of months. He had to beg her to date him.
Even when her boyfriend broke up with her to move away, Tatum's
tried all sorts of schemes to get her to give him any time
alone."

I snorted. "He just likes a challenge."

Tristan shook his head. "No. He hasn't dated
anyone in the last two months, because he told me he can't get this
girl out of his mind.” He crossed his heart. “Truth. He’s been
celibate for that long. And that’s hard for Tatum. The dude has
been hard to live with. Grouchy and whiny. Like I was, when I
wanted to be with you. I think he's in love."

I laughed. "Tatum? In love?"

"Yeah, C'mon, this is their first date. The
first time she's even let him see her without him popping up places
where she hangs out."

I sighed. "Okay. As long as I'm with you, I
won't give your brother the stink eye."

The front door creaked open. The filtering
sound of voices echoed to the rear of the house where we were.

Tristan gave me one quick, wet kiss, and
nudged me up off him. Not wanting to stop touching him, I slid my
hand in his. We walked to the front of the house to meet Tatum and
his date.

My jaw dropped.

Tatum had his arm around none other than my
best friend!

Phoebe pivoted to face me. Her eyes were
wide, almost embarrassed. "Hi, Sorina."

I coughed. "You're dating Tatum?"

Tatum cleared his throat. "Not yet."

Phoebe shook her head no, then nodded yes.
"Well, we’re just going out for our first movie. I asked if he
could invite you and Tristan. It was the only way I'd go."

I hugged her, and spied Tatum over her
shoulder. I narrowed my eyes at him. Tatum returned my threat with
a sheepish grin and shrug.

"You can handle him just fine. As long as
you’re happy Phoebe."

Phoebe smiled at me. "He's not so bad." Then
she turned around to give Tatum a hug. He appeared surprised before
he pulled her to him in a heartfelt embrace.

Tristan rested his hands on my hips, and
leaned down to whisper, "Thanks, babe for helping out the poor guy.
I love you."

I rested my hand over his, and leaned up
towards him to seal our lips in a quick kiss. "I love you too."
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